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ABSTRACT 
 
 
This dissertation examines Bravo as a niche cable channel whose strategies, audience, 
and programming contribute to its success in a competitive, changing landscape. As such my 
study of Bravo significantly contributes to the understanding of what television—as both a 
concept and an industry—represents in the twenty-first century. This project unpacks Bravo’s 
network strategies and explores how postfeminist and neoliberal ideologies are presented 
through the channel’s most successful franchise, The Real Housewives. I focus on the cable 
network Bravo as an exemplar in the ‘digital era’ of contemporary television, reflective of both 
trends in popular reality programming as well as the increasingly inevitable integration between 
television and technology.  
The project illuminates the trends indicative of the current state of the television industry. 
In a moment where streaming, on-demand services are taking viewers’ attention away from their 
traditional cable subscriptions and fictional original programming is at an all-time competitive 
high, Bravo’s success is notable. Almost fully reliant upon unscripted, reality fare, the channel 
continues to find success when many critics predict the end of reality programming and 
traditional cable. From an academic perspective, this dissertation is unique in that it combines 
television, industry, network, and audience studies with thematic analyses to reinforce the 
impossibility of studying television in our contemporary moment without each of these 
components. This project straddles the boundaries of several paradigms. Informed by critical 
branding and television studies, it also owes a significant debt to critical cultural studies and its 
interventions into the understanding of popular culture, power, and media. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
When I tell people that I study reality television and actually enjoy watching it, the 
reaction is almost always some form of veiled dig at the genre. From perceptions of it as 
obviously fake (i.e., scripted) to its over-the-top and trashy characteristics (i.e., featuring people 
doing things they would never ‘really’ do); reality television, especially the docusoap1 subgenre, 
is often written off as a guilty pleasure. Even at academic conferences where many scholars are 
studying and writing about reality television, talks often include purposefully placed distance 
between the presenter and his/her work that alludes to the embarrassment associated with not 
only watching, but enjoying, reality television. Beyond the guilty pleasures and excuses for 
studying the genre, the fact remains that a significant portion of U.S. television airtime is 
dedicated to reality programs and audiences who watch them. Since Survivor (2000-present) 
debuted, reality programming has exploded with more than 300 series making it to air in the last 
15 years (Yahr et al., 2015). In the 2007-2008 season, Nielsen2 reports the genre captured 77 
percent of the total audience viewing the top 10 broadcast programs (Nielsen, 2011). In just 
under two decades, reality television has transformed television culture (Murray & Ouellette, 
2009).   
Although my project began with a genuine interest in reality television as a genre, the 
focus of this dissertation has transformed to understanding Bravo’s success within the 
contemporary television landscape as reflective of significant television trends. Popular press has 
bemoaned and predicted the death of television for decades, but the emergence of digital 
technologies has birthed new paranoia around the traditional medium’s impending demise 
                                                
1 The docusoap subgenre of reality television consists of programming that mixes the narrative melodrama of a soap 
opera with the perceived authenticity of documentary filmmaking. 
2 Nielsen is a data and measurement company focused on consumer market research. Since the development of 
television, Nielsen has been the main and most relied upon source of insight for channels, networks, and advertisers 
within the television industry.  
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(Edwards, 2013). In the early 2010s, the widespread adoption of time-shifting devices such as 
TiVo and DVR, which allowed audiences record programs digitally and watch or re-watch them 
at convenient times and fast forward through commercials, were constructed as technological 
threats to advertising and ultimately ad-supported channels (Gross, 2012). At present, the 
popularity and widespread adoption of on-demand, streaming services (Netflix, Hulu, Amazon 
Prime) is beginning to offer original programming some audiences prefer over broadcast and 
cable fare. Furthermore, on-demand services have emerged as less expensive alternatives to 
traditional cable subscriptions. Retailers’ fears of “cord-cutting”—canceling cable subscriptions 
in lieu of less expensive streaming options—is becoming a reality and the provider model that 
has been in place since the birth of cable in the 1980s is in real danger (Spangler, 2015). 
Although Americans are still spending significant amounts of time watching television, Nielsen’s 
2014 Q4 report3 reflected a huge drop off in traditional viewing (O’Reilly, 2015). According to 
the report, in 2014 American adults’ overall levels of viewing, including live TV and time-
shifted viewing like DVR, declined 4.6% compared to 2013, and the drop off directly correlates 
to a consistent rise in the number of U.S. homes with access to subscription services like 
Amazon, Netflix or Hulu (O’Reilly, 2015).  
With more viewers switching to a la carte options, mega-cable retailers like Time 
Warner, Comcast and Verizon are understandably fearful of losing their comfortable and 
profitable role in the television industry as gatekeepers of content. Perhaps because they’re 
screaming the loudest, or perhaps because the even more powerful parent companies of these 
retailers dominate the entertainment industry, this narrative of “cord cutting” has become 
synonymous with the death of television (Spangler, 2015). Other critics see the inevitable change 
                                                
3 Nielsen’s entire 2014 Q4 report can be found in Appendix C. 
 
 
 
 3 
in the industry’s model as more of an evolution, calling for a new understanding of the meaning 
of television. As Aaron Taube (2014) of Business Insider contends, “In essence, television is not 
dying so much as it is evolving into an all-encompassing video category, one that includes 
content streamed over the internet on computers and mobile devices, as well as shows accessed 
on-demand via set-top cable boxes and connected TVs.” Because of the plethora of cable, 
premium, on-demand and streaming options available to consumers, as well as the digital 
integration of the Internet with television, content has never been more diverse, accessible or 
interactive. In this landscape, where digital and technological advances threaten to all but 
demolish the traditional television/cable model, and reality television is being written off as a 
dying genre, both Bravo and its signature franchise, The Real Housewives, are maintaining 
success and continued growth (Spangler, 2015; Adalian, 2015). In addition to gaining the 
recognition of Nielsen4 (2016) as the number one cable network for affluent and educated5 adults 
between the ages of 18-49, Bravo recently reported in 2016 its best year ever in digital video 
streams and was rated as the number one web site (Bravotv.com) for time spent (Nielsen, 2016). 
Bravo’s success within television’s period of great transition marks it as notable and worthy of 
study. 
Research Questions 
This dissertation examines Bravo as a niche cable channel whose strategies, audience, 
and programming contribute to its success in a competitive, changing landscape. As such my 
study of Bravo significantly contributes to the understanding of what television—as both a 
                                                
4 Bravo’s spec sheets based on Nielsen data can be found in Appendix B. 
5 Nielsen does not detail parameters for classification in its report, therefore “affluent” and “educated” are nebulous 
categories that serve to elicit certain cachet. 
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concept and an industry—represents in the twenty-first century from a critical cultural 
standpoint. Specifically, I ask the following questions:  
1. What strategies has the channel used to evolve, adapt and remain successful in an era 
where television is undergoing dramatic transformations?  
2. In particular, what role does The Real Housewives franchise, as it has become 
synonymous with the brand and a popular culture phenomenon in its own right, play for 
the network? 
3. How does the audience respond to Bravo’s programming and strategies, and how does 
this response align with the way the audience is marketed? 
 
Critical to this project is the articulation of its place within, and value to, the field of 
television and media studies. Drawing from the traditions of critical cultural studies and the 
political economy, this project sits at the intersection of what have previously been oppositional 
paradigms. Rather than situating this project at either end of the binary spectrum, I have chosen 
to work through a dual approach, akin to the work done in the emergent field of entertainment 
industries studies by scholars like Gitlin (1983), Lotz (2009), and Schatz (2009). This tactic 
allows me to interrogate the economic systems that sustain and support dominant modes of 
media power while simultaneously examining the texts these systems generate through their 
production, reproduction, mediation, negotiation, and consumption of cultural power. For this 
project, then, how Bravo produces its brand identity, programs, and its audience is as critical as 
what they are producing. The dynamic connections between the forces of production and the 
cultural products and audiences they generate are paramount to my research as this project 
attempts to move past the staid antagonism between cultural studies and political economy and 
leverage the considerable benefits of the two approaches together.  
As a significant part of the American economy and entertainment sector, the television 
industry employs 1.9 million workers and generates $47 billion in wages (Fried, 2015) and is 
worthy of close examination. Ultimately, this dissertation project provides insight into 
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television’s unavoidable integration with the digital advances of the twenty-first century. 
Through an examination of marketing, branding, audience and texual analyses, this project 
merges critical cultural studies with the political economy to present an accurate portrayal of the 
strategies employed by a successful entertainment vehicle (Bravo) to remain successful in our 
contemporary media industry. No longer can we claim to know what drives a brand to succeed 
without studying how it is marketed and received online and by its audience. No longer can we 
study only the economic strategy of a successful entertainment corporation without closely 
examining what ideologies the texts it produces convey to our social world. In fact, the whole of 
this project makes the case for precisely why, in a time of great transition and synergy, studying 
any entity within the media/entertainment industry through only one lens must be avoided at all 
costs. What follows is a first a review of relevant literature in order to contextualize my project 
within critical television studies and marketing/branding studies, followed by a review of 
relevant television studies scholarship around reality television. I then present an overview of 
Bravo’s channel history and close with a discussion of methodology. 
Review of Literature  
 Establishing boundaries within which we can box television and define it is not a new 
endeavor to critical television studies (McLuhan, 1964; Newcomb, 1974; Barnouw, 1975; 
Newcomb, 1976; Hartley, 1978; Spigel, 1992; Lotz, 2007; Fiske & Hartley, 1978; Miller, 2009). 
However, the fact that critics and scholars alike continually pursue the demystification of the 
medium is in large part due to its ability to continually produce insight into our contemporary 
moment as an indicator of cultural change. To be sure, the phrase “studying television” has 
evolved since the mass popularization of the medium in the 1950s to include changes in time-
shifting devices from VCRs to DVRs to on demand; advances in technology from analog to 
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cable to digital; economic and policy changes within the industry from the power of “the big 
three” to the power of oligopolistic media companies; and changes in convergence from radio 
and television, to the Internet and television (Gold, 2010). Without a doubt, studying television is 
both difficult and necessary, in large part due to the pace at which the industry evolves and the 
cultural ubiquity of the medium.  
As John Fiske and John Hartley (1978) astutely observed more than 30 years ago, 
studying television is no simple task: “…television’s familiarity, it’s centrality to our culture, 
that makes it so important, so fascinating, and so difficult to analyze. It is rather like the language 
we speak: taken for granted, but both complex and vital to an understanding of the way human 
beings have created their world” (p. 16). As a medium that acts as both a purveyor and vessel of 
culture, television is one of the most commonplace artifacts we can study. Horace Newcomb 
(1974) adds, “Perhaps with television, more than with other popular arts, there has been a 
confusion as to its purpose and definition. No one seems to know just what the medium is…” (p. 
1). Surely the task of defining television has not become any easier in the today’s digital world, 
and my project does not seek to uncover a groundbreaking definition. Instead, my goal is to 
critically study a digitally integrated niche cable channel that has found success in the midst of 
the medium’s “great transition” so as to understand how its strategies are, at least in part, 
reflective of industry trends more broadly.  
Niche Networks & Audience Segmentation  
 In addition to the medium’s omnipresence, part of what makes television so vital to study 
and understand is its place within the U.S. economy and culture as a full-fledged and hugely 
profitable industry even before its mass adoption (Barnouw, 1974). As media historian Erik 
Barnouw (1974) reminds us, when U.S. broadcasting decided to attach itself to the business of 
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advertising in the 1920s during the dawn of radio, the resulting expansion “carried the industry 
through the television boom into an era of worldwide multimedia hegemony” (p. 539). 
Television scholar Toby Miller (2007) confirms this idea, claiming that since its inception, “TV 
has been regarded principally as a means of profiting and legitimizing its controllers, and 
entertaining and civilizing its viewers” (p. 12). As stations began making their debuts in 1953 
(Barnouw, 1974), television sets penetrated living rooms across the U.S. in significant numbers, 
confirming the potential for profit. According to Lynn Spigel (1992), “Between 1948 and 1955, 
television was installed in nearly two-thirds of the nation’s homes, and the basic mechanisms of 
the network oligopoly were set in motion. By 1960, almost 90 percent of American households 
had at least one receiver, with the average person watching approximately five hours of 
television each day” (Spigel, 1992, p. 1). Television’s emergence coincided with the most 
significant social movements of the era such as the civil rights movement, women’s liberation, 
and anti-Vietnam War protest, cementing its cultural importance by bringing these events into 
American living rooms.  
Speaking of the 1960s, Barnouw (1974) notes that early broadcasting was praised for its 
positive influence, for bringing the family and the mass audience together to share the experience 
of watching television. Events like President Kennedy’s assassination, The Beatles’ first 
performance on The Ed Sullivan Show, and Neil Armstrong’s walk on the moon were shared 
experiences between families and communities. Before 24-hour news channels and time-shifting 
devices diversified programming and audiences, every person watching television at given time 
was exposed to the same content. Television has never again been the same in this respect; mass 
viewing has all but dissolved save for the Super Bowl and moments of national or global crises. 
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The idea that audiences have become increasingly segmented due to an increase in content and 
platforms is a defining aspect of television’s contemporary evolution. 
With the innovation of technologies, television experienced large-scale growth that 
forever altered the industry, viewer agency, and what it meant to watch television. In the 1970s, 
alongside the development and implementation of cable technology beyond the original analog 
capabilities, noteworthy changes took place within the television industry. “The rapidly 
expanding [television] industry appeared to lower barriers to entry, allowing independent entities 
to launch cable networks and allowing new media forms and programming formats to emerge 
and prosper” (Banet-Weiser, et al., 2007, p. 1). In fact cable technology and the influx of 
networks it brought included Bravo’s launch as an arts-focused channel in December of 1980. 
According to Sarah Banet-Weiser et al., (2007), the appeal of cable television in this transition 
was that it offered less commercialized television, less intrusive advertising, and therefore more 
viewer empowerment.  
At the same time as cable technology was expanding its reach by increasing the number 
of networks available to viewers, the television industry was beginning to figure out the ways in 
which this once mass, newly fragmented audience could be capitalized upon. “With multiple 
channels serving multiple tasks (and, in many homes, sets in various rooms) ‘the’ audience had 
been replaced by a whole spectrum of audiences large and small” (Barnouw, 1974, p. 495), 
which only increased the profitability potential of the age-old partnership between broadcasting 
and advertising. Consequently, the 1970s is of particular significance to my project as two 
notable trends began to form: the development of niche networks and the complimentary strategy 
surrounding the segmentation of audiences.  
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As Dallas Smythe (1981) observed in his seminal work, On The Audience Commodity 
and it’s Work, “We are far from having a full understanding of the audience commodity, but 
there is no doubt it is a qualitatively new major social institution, a collectivity and a 
commodity” (p. 47). Surely the concept of selling advertising to make a profit was nothing new 
to the television industry; rather it was the conceptualization of the commodification of the 
segmented audience that drew the attention of newly established cable networks attempting to 
lure sponsors. Barnouw notes, “Negotiations between sponsor and network, via the sponsor’s 
advertising agency, now resembled transactions to deliver specific blocks of viewers” (Barnouw, 
1974, p. 470). Consequently, for a niche network like Bravo, knowing and being able to 
accurately identify the audience commodity is the crux of almost everything profitable within the 
channel—the programming, the digital initiatives, and of course, the brand. “For their part, TV 
producers want to make audiences, not simply attract viewers” (Miller, 2009, p. 111), something 
Bravo ostensibly does very well6.  
Interactive Television & Television Convergence 
 Interactive television is defined as “an overlay in pay TV that enables an engaging 
experience” (Poggi, 2012). Essentially any device that enables a streaming, on-demand service 
falls into the category of interactive television. Gaming consoles, Roku, Apple TV, and even 
“smart TVs” all facilitate interactive TV, threaten the traditional television model, and give 
viewers the power to disrupt television’s flow (Williams, 1974) by enabling them to view 
content on demand. As discussed above, studying television is nothing new. In fact, even the 
concept of interactivity, part of what defines television in the twenty-first century, is not unique. 
Although different from what we define as interactive television today, the television industry 
                                                
6 Chapter three examines Bravo’s branding strategies, including how it markets its audience to advertisers. 
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attempted to capitalize on two-way cable, or what they called interactive television, more than 40 
years ago.  
For example, in 1977, a system called Qube was launched in Columbus, Ohio. Barnouw 
(1974) describes the concept: 
A Qube installation provided everything that any advanced cable system offered plus 
notable extras. A number of channels were earmarked for the two-way technology, which 
involved a second wire enabling subscribers to ‘respond.’ They did so via a hand-held 
device resembling a small calculator. By pressing its buttons, they could answer multiple-
choice questions, vote on diverse issues, order merchandise displayed on the screen 
and even pay for it—by punching out credit card number and other required information. 
The replies flowing over the response system were all recorded in a giant Qube computer 
and could be processed and analyzed to yield a large range of information. p. 497-498 
 
Ultimately the Qube concept did not succeed and the last Qube boxes were phased out in 1984. 
Failure of the Qube to gain widespread adoption and popularity was in part rooted in users’ fears 
that their private information would be exploited or misused. These types of fears are not limited 
to the Qube or even television, and continue to circulate today: “History has shown that all 
communications technologies—telegraph, telephone, radio—were all met with cultural anxiety, 
utopian and dystopian expectations both within popular culture and intellectual circles” (Spigel, 
1992, p. 3). Instead of placing the blame on the technological development, it is important to 
recognize that technology does not have the exclusive ability to bring about cultural change. 
Rather technological innovation works alongside broader social and cultural transformations that 
influence its acceptance and incorporation by audiences.  
Thus, the Qube’s failure compared to our present-day widespread adoption of what we 
now consider to be interactive television reveals broader cultural and social shifts and reminds us 
to avoid technological determinism. As Spigel (1992) cautions: “Technologies such as 
automobiles, radios, and computers do not simply cause social change; instead their uses are 
shaped by social practices and cultural expectations” (p. 4). Building on Spigel, my project does 
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not focus solely on the digital initiatives put forth by Bravo, but instead acknowledges cultural 
factors, such as the widespread adoption of social media, that allow the channel to put forth 
digital initiatives that are appealing to its audience. Because my project focuses on Bravo, 
cultural contextualization will be accomplished through a thorough understanding of the Bravo 
brand and its existence within the larger television landscape, which is explored in chapter three.  
Along with recognizing that technologies are not created and adopted in a social or 
cultural vacuum, my project also acknowledges that the advancements we label as “new media” 
or new technologies (social media, Internet television, etc.) are not necessarily new, but rather 
newly converged. Part of what inspires this project is the rapidly changing television industry 
and its increasingly dependent relationship with various technologies. Toby Miller (2009) 
reminds us that TV has “blended all of them, becoming a warehouse of contemporary culture 
that converged what had gone before” (p. 11-12). Indeed, Henry Jenkins (2006) coined the term 
“convergence culture,” defining it as “…the flow of content across multiple media platforms, the 
cooperation between multiple media industries, and the migratory behavior of media audiences 
who will go almost anywhere in search of the kinds of entertainment experiences they want” (p. 
2). While Jenkins was referring to our culture as a whole, conceptualizing the flow of media 
across platforms, audience demands for specialized content, and audiences’ own creative 
engagement/interactions with media are key to understanding how Bravo functions.   
Media studies scholar Philippe Ross (2014) contends, the participatory interaction 
between producers and consumers is also nothing new. Even before the dawn of social media, 
when producers had more limited interactions with audience members, content was always 
created with viewers in mind. In other words, producers have always made content based on the 
assumptions of what the audience would respond to and become engaged with (Ross, 2014). 
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Therefore, although the idea that content producers desire consumer confirmation or feedback is 
not unique to the present moment, the easy access to social media is a significant turning point in 
the nature of producer/audience interactions. “Recent developments in media technology present 
audience members with the opportunity to act as mass communicators,” which allows producers 
of content access to reactions and commentary of the viewers (Ross, 2014, p. 168). Of course, 
the idea that consumers and their feedback have become more readily available to producers 
begs the question of who truly is in control, and whether convergence provides more 
opportunities for expression or expands the control of the hugely powerful media oligopolies 
(Jenkins, 2006, p. 11). Through the Bravo case study, I look at the channel’s use of interactive 
social media on WWHL and how viewer commentary and feedback is used to further specific 
narratives in chapter four. Additionally, in chapter five I engage with Bravo audiences 
themselves through an online survey to gain a better sense of how Bravo fans engage with the 
digital initiatives the channel puts forth, and how they view themselves as consumers of the 
Bravo brand. 
In the 2011 collection titled Television as Digital Media, editors James Bennett and Niki 
Strange posit that television combined with digital media becomes a new hybrid media form. 
This hybridity, they contend, presents a challenge in that television scholars must now approach 
the study of television as a form of media disseminated across a range of screens, sites and 
devices (p. 7). Summarizing our current moment well, they claim: “As often as we are promised 
the convenience of the television experience ‘anytime, anywhere,’ we are equally invited to 
participate in communities, share television moments, watch live now, come home to television, 
and structure our daily lives around TV” (Bennett & Strange, 2011, p. 5). It is this invitation—to 
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watch live broadcasts, participate, and consume supplemental online fodder—that Bravo 
effectively capitalizes on and that this dissertation ultimately explores.  
 
The Rise of Reality TV  
In addition to situating my project within the greater historical landscape of the television 
industry, it is important to understand the programming genre of reality television (RTV). Bravo 
is one of the few cable networks whose lineup of original programming is almost entirely made 
up of reality series. In keeping with the ability to house a variety of formats, the definition of 
what constitutes a reality program is rather broad: “‘reality television’ is an ambiguous term that 
encompasses the swath of ostensibly unscripted programming featuring ordinary people as 
contestants, participants and subjects” (Ouellette, 2014, p. 5). While the network is slowly 
beginning to add original, scripted programming to its repertoire with the premier of two scripted 
series in 20157, the majority of programming in the network’s lineup to date is unscripted, reality 
fare. Despite the network’s origins as a premium subscription based network in the early 1980s, 
Bravo became a “household name” (and a standard part of basic cable packages) in the 
beginning of the twenty-first century in alignment with the rise in popularity of RTV.  
Many attribute the first “reality” series to PBS’s 1971 12-episode documentary, An 
American Family, but non-narrative television has been a part of television scheduling as long as 
scripted programs (Murray & Ouellette, 2009). In conjunction with the widespread adoption of 
television during the 1950s, the popular game show, The $64,000 Question (1955-1958) and 
even the advent of late night talk shows with The Tonight Show (1954-present) represented non-
fiction, non-narrative programming (Murray & Ouellette, 2009). Although the current definition 
                                                
7 A complete Bravo timeline of events, programming, and digital initiatives is available in Appendix A. 
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of what constitutes reality programming—non-actors without scripts and no sets—does not 
completely match the game shows, talk shows and soap operas that came before, these early TV 
genres all paved the way for the what we know today as contemporary reality programming.  
Of the genres that preceded RTV, perhaps none is more important that the talk shows of 
the 1980s and 1990s. In 2002, Laura Grindstaff published The Money Shot: Trash, Class, and the 
Making of TV Talk Shows, wherein she discusses the emotional exploitation necessary to 
encourage real people (non-actors) to “perform” as guests on popular daytime talk shows: 
“Ordinary people are expected not just to discuss personal matters but to do so in a particular 
way. They’re expected to deliver what I call, borrowing from film pornography, the ‘money 
shot’ of the talk-show text: joy, sorrow, rage, or remorse expressed in visible, bodily terms” 
(Grindstaff, 2002, p. 19). Similarly, almost every episode of The Real Housewives (TRH) 
franchise focuses on cast members’ emotional conflicts, which consistently drive the narrative 
and social media buzz around the series. Different from talk shows where each episode is self-
contained, RTV has the ability to frame and showcase the “money shot” easily for audiences 
through compacted storylines and strategic editing techniques constructed through a season of 
programming.  
The year 2000 was a landmark time for RTV. Programs such as Survivor (2000-present) 
and Big Brother (2000-present) became staples in some of the most coveted time slots in the 
primetime network television lineup (Magder, 2009, p. 142). Over the following decade, rising 
popularity of the genre combined with the significant 2007-2008 writer’s strike provided a larger 
window of opportunity for RTV programming (Carr, 2008). Additionally, the changing political 
economy of the television industry cleared a space for the genre of RTV that may not have 
otherwise become an impossible-to-ignore facet of U.S. television culture today. According to 
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Amanda Lotz (2007), between the multi-channel transition and the post-network era, shifting 
production norms resulted in lower cost programming. Additionally, because viewers are more 
segmented, networks are compelled to create more original programming in an effort to keep 
their audiences tuned in and entertained (Lotz, 2007, p. 88). The pressure of original content 
combined with the struggle for independent production companies to stay afloat because of 
vertical integration makes the concept of unscripted, or reality, programming ideal for both 
creators and distributors of television. Also contributing to the success of reality programs are 
their unconventional and flexible season lengths and schedules (Lotz, 2007, p. 89). Instead of 
being totally dedicated to the traditional Fall to Spring season established by network era 
television in the 1960s, reality series offer a variety of season lengths and, because they are less 
expensive to produce, provide easily malleable production schedules (Lotz, 2007). By the turn of 
the century, the dominant practices of the network era (vertical integration, programming aimed 
at the masses, standard seasons) that once kept smaller players out of the game were now 
opening the door to a plethora of niche networks looking to find their creative space.  
 Because there are so many players in the unscripted landscape, multiple RTV subgenres 
have developed over the past decade. According to Laurie Ouellette & Susan Murray (2009), 
“reality TV encompasses a variety of specialized formats or subgenres, including most 
prominently: the gamedoc, the dating program, the makeover program, and the docusoap” (p. 5). 
While Bravo has featured makeover programs (Queer Eye for the Straight Guy) and still features 
competition/talent programs (Top Chef), the majority of series Bravo produces and airs—
including TRH franchise—fall under the docusoap subgenre (e.g., The Real World, Duck 
Dynasty, Total Divas). Having added scripted programming to its lineup in 2014 (Girlfriend’s 
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Guide to Divorce), Bravo is a channel almost fully sustained by RTV programming making up 
21 of 23 programs in current rotation are RTV. 
 
 
Defining the “Real” in RTV 
Given the absence of scripts combined with the casting of non-actors, there exist a degree 
of reality in RTV. However, as most fans of the genre are aware, “it is an open secret that in its 
depiction of ordinary people, Reality TV is anything but real” (Weber, 2014, p. 4). Nevertheless, 
in RTV the use of ordinary people with no scripts reinforces the appearance of an authentic 
documentary by appearing to depict the real. After all not even award-winning editors can create 
footage out of thin air: “An important premise of reality TV is that producers cannot use 
anything participants did not give them (by enacting it on film). Thus, the raw material that 
creates a reality TV show, a call to the real—real people, real footage—is integral” (Dubrofsky, 
2011b, p. 10). This “call to the real” as Rachel Dubrofsky (2011b) contends, does not necessarily 
stipulate that what is happening is totally organic, but rather that “the realness [of RTV] is rooted 
in an understanding that the footage that creates the television product stems from the 
observation of real people captured on film” (p. 10).  
That said, although reality programs contain real footage, they are in fact “highly crafted 
texts” due to both production and editing techniques (Thompson, 2010, p. 337). Therefore, RTV 
might better be described in this context as “shows in which editors use unscripted scenes (which 
are often carefully crafted and contrived) to create storylines that generally involve people who 
are not professional actors” (Dubrofsky, 2011b, p. 10). In addition, according to Laura Grindstaff 
(2009), producers of RTV must engage is what she calls “emotion-work” wherein “they erect the 
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physical and emotional scaffolding out of which ‘good’ performances emerge so that so called 
ordinary people can deliver ‘good’ drama to audiences” (p. 73). Ultimately, both the producers 
and editors of RTV create the final product, providing viewers “an unmediated, voyeuristic, and 
yet often playful look into what might be called the ‘entertaining real’” (Murray & Ouellette, 
2009, p. 7). Because the “real” actions of RTV participants is largely unscripted, the work of 
constructing exciting and relevant narratives appealing to viewers takes place in the editing 
room, as well as via the underrepresented, often exploited members of RTV production crews 
(Sender, 2012, p. 6). 
In Below the Line: Producers and Production Studies in the New Television Economy, 
Vicki Mayer (2011) discusses the discrepancy between those whose work is recognized as 
important in the production of media by drawing attention to the concepts of above and below 
the line professionals. Above the line professionals are considered executive producers and other 
executives while below the line professionals include on site-producers, casting directors and 
lower-level assistants. Professionals above the line manage themselves and use their intellectual 
capabilities, while below the line laborers use their creative/manual skills and are managed by 
others (Mayer, 2011). In this new political economy of the post-network era where control has 
shifted away from the “big three” networks, television programming has expanded through a 
more efficient incorporation of the less expensive and unacknowledged labor of below the line 
producers (Mayer, 2011).  
Specifically discussing RTV, Mayer calls out reality casting directors as a prime example 
of invisible labor in the television industry. Reality casting directors make it possible for above 
the line producers to create successful programming, yet they attain almost no recognition and 
little compensation for their pivotal role in the creative process. Before camera operators have 
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the opportunity to tape performances, and before producers are able to manipulate footage in the 
editing room, reality casting directors are the ones who choose “real” people to star as cast 
members in any given series. According to Mayer (2009), reality casting directors’ work can 
actually be monetized since the value of the reality cast member s/he chooses is measured by the 
ratings. However, that value is never or rarely attributed back to the casting director. 
Furthermore, since the casting directors choices in reality cast members as well as their 
character/show pitches often act as rough narrative sketches, their labor is under-credited by 
above the line producers who use the labor of casting directors to build a successful RTV series 
that ultimately attracts audiences and advertisers. Because Bravo is a network almost fully 
sustained by original reality programming, the channel’s profits and success is due in large part 
to the exploitation of below-the-line production.  
Surveillance, Reality Television, & Social Networking Sites  
From start to finish, from camera technicians to viewers, the art of surveillance is central 
to the RTV genre. As on TRH, and all of Bravo’s reality programs, cast members are fully aware 
that cameras record their actions and that the footage will become storylines packaged into 
episodes for viewer consumption. Additionally, the audiences of RTV are also invited to partake 
in the surveillance, passing judgment on real people who have chosen to partially live their lives 
in front of the cameras for the pleasure of the audience. Sears & Godderis (2011) contend, “the 
very nature of reality TV programming presents the audience with the opportunity to judge the 
actions of those who are being watched and encourages these audiences members to take up the 
position of surveillant” (p. 183). Surveillants then—different from voyeurs who find (sexual) 
pleasure in watching others who don’t know they’re being watched—are the viewers who take 
pleasure in watching the surveilled subject who knows s/he is being surveilled.  
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Surveillance is a key part of the pleasure for audiences watching RTV. As such, my 
conceptualization of surveillance in RTV builds on Michel Foucault’s (1995) discussion of 
Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon. A circular building with a guard tower in the center made up cells 
(occupied by prisoners) that had two windows, one to the inside/guard tower, and one on the 
opposite side to allow light in, Bentham’s panopticon was strategic. Foucault argues the design 
of the buildings enacted a subtle system of power grounded in surveillance and self-surveillance. 
The major function of the panopticon, according to Foucault (1995) was “to induce in the inmate 
a state of conscious and permanent visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power. So 
to arrange things that the surveillance is permanent in its effects…” (p. 201). In other words, 
power should always be invisible to the inmates and unverifiable, “the inmate must never know 
whether he is being looked at any one moment, but he must be sure that he may always be so” (p. 
201). For Foucault, surveillance that encouraged good behavior based on the belief of always 
being watched and the ever-present fear of being disciplined for misbehaving was applicable to 
various forms of regulation within society including schools, hospitals, and factories. I apply 
Foucault’s conceptualization of power and surveillance to my understanding of 1) why Bravo’s 
reality programming, especially the TRH, remains popular; and 2) how Bravo encourages 
audience interaction through social media.  
Thus, I define surveillance in the context of RTV as the power to compel good behavior. 
In RTV the knowledge by reality cast members that their behavior is continually surveilled 
encourages them to behave in ways they know will be aired on the show. Additionally, cast 
members’ behavior is rewarded by becoming part of recurring storylines that, in turn, reinforce 
the cast member’ brand and Bravo’s engagement with its audience. As Laura Mulvey (1975) 
claims in her seminal piece, Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema, women in film are 
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“simultaneously looked at and displayed, with their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic 
impact so they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness” (p. 346). Furthermore, Mulvey states 
that women on screen function as both an erotic object for other characters in the story as well as 
for the viewer. While Mulvey’s piece is focused on film, her theorization is useful in 
understanding the ways in which the women of a television series such as TRH are both looking 
at and surveilling each other as well as being looked at and being surveilled by the show’s 
producers, editors, and the audience. Combining Foucault’s conceptualization of surveillance 
and power with Mulvey’s argument that women on screen serve the pleasure of others on screen 
as well as the viewers, the framework of reality television, especially for series with all-women 
casts, reveals itself. The women of TRH are cast for more than the purpose of acting out their 
extraordinary lives in front of cameras—they are ideologically meant to be objects of each 
others’, the producers, and the audience gaze, constantly aware of the power of the surveillance 
they have agreed and benefit from.        
Aside from the constant bickering and confrontations featured on TRH, one of the main 
methods docusoap RTV implements to showcase the women weighing in on others’ decisions 
and forming judgments is through pseudomonologues where only the interviewee’s answers are 
included and the interviewer’s (producer’s) questions are not heard (Butler, 2012). While these 
interviews are used in part to move the storyline along by providing context for a scene that is 
being or about to be shown, more often they serve as a vehicle to make a dig at someone else’s 
expense, express dislike for someone’s actions, or dismiss another woman’s significance all 
together. These one-on-one interviews, conducted either during filming but after the incident 
being discussed has occurred, or after filming is completely finished, exist almost entirely to 
reflect on others’ behaviors, personalities and life choices.  
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Not coincidentally RTV rose to popularity alongside social networking sites (SNSs) that 
share interesting similarities in terms of surveillance. Rachel Dubrofsky (2011a) observes, both 
“RTV and SNSs are forms of media that gained immense popularity in the last decade, creating 
spaces where subjects are constructed through the mediation of technology that does the work of 
surveillance, using the technology for displays of the self as well as for entertainment purposes” 
(p. 113). Furthermore, as is the case with Bravo and TRH, SNSs serve as a secondary site of 
surveillance for fans since all cast members have active profiles (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram) 
where they post personal information that serves as both auxiliary and supplemental to the 
show’s content.  
When RTV began its reign in the early 2000s, the interactivity offered through reality 
programs like American Idol (voting) and Big Brother (24-hour streaming cameras accessible 
online) brought new attention to the concept of surveillance on RTV. Mark Andrejevic (2004) 
notes “The goal is not just to provide the viewer with a sense of participation but to keep track of 
them, to gather information from them, and to monitor their interest in the show" (p. 14). 
Referring to companion Web sites and voting, Andrejevic insinuates the surveillants (the 
audience) are now being simultaneously surveilled through the guise of interactivity. Five years 
after Andrejevic’s work was published, Laurie Ouellette and Susan Murray (2009) connected 
surveillance to the viewers: “We, as audience members, witness this openness to surveillance, 
normalize it, and, in turn, open ourselves up to such a possibility” (Ouellette & Murray, 2009, p. 
9). According to Ouellette & Murray (2009), RTV teaches us that “in order to be good citizens 
we must allow ourselves to be watched as we watch ourselves and those around us” (p. 9). 
Through various digital initiatives including apps, online games, and real-time polling, as well as 
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its live, viewer-driven late night talk show, WWHL, Bravo encourages viewers to both surveil its 
RTV participants and be surveilled by the channel itself.8  
Because both RTV and SNSs are viewed primarily as entertainment, the degree to which 
they perpetuate and disguise surveillance is often overlooked (Dubrofsky, 2011a). Much of the 
criticism surrounding SNSs is that they provide a false sense of democracy, and that the two-way 
symmetrical form of communication they offer is in fact non-existent and only benefits the one 
controlling the received messages (Andrejevic, 2006). Similarly, because the expression of 
thoughts is often privileged over reception and response to the messages (Dubrofsky, 2011a), 
critical attention is not often paid to the consequential aspects of the dissemination. Still, Bravo 
engages in the production of technologies of surveillance and interactivity as a central aspect of 
its brand management.  
Contextualizing RTV in the Neoliberal Era  
It is difficult to ignore that neoliberal ideology informs the types of programs Bravo 
decides to produce and air including TRH franchise as well as the network’s overall brand. David 
Harvey (2005) define neoliberalism as: 
a theory of political-economic practices that proposes that human well-being can best be 
advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an 
institutional framework characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and 
free trade. The role of the state is to create and preserve an institutional framework 
appropriate to such practices (p.2).  
 
In other words, as long as government maintains an environment of mostly unregulated corporate 
competition, citizens have every opportunity to thrive. However, as a concept whose reach 
extends to all levels of society from industry to private citizens, neoliberalism has evolved into 
much more than an economic policy (Brown, 2003). Neoliberalism as an economic, social, and 
                                                
8 Bravo’s digital initiatives are explored in detail in chapter three.   
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political ideology provides insight into the decisions Bravo makes as a cable channel, the 
television industry’s current economic state, as well as the decisions and actions of the “talent”—
ordinary citizens—as they perform for viewers under the guise of RTV and online through SNSs. 
Since intervention and regulation by the state is decreased within a neoliberal environment, 
“each individual is held responsible and accountable for his or her own actions and well-being…. 
Individual success or failure are interpreted in terms of entrepreneurial virtues or personal 
failings rather than being attributed to any systemic property” (Harvey, 2005, p. 65-66). Thus, 
neoliberal ideology places the responsibility of success on the shoulders of cast members who, in 
the case of TRH, are more than willing to rise to the challenge. 
Often linked to neoliberalism, postfeminism is the popular discourse that we are past the 
need for feminism and that equality between the genders has been attained. However, with the 
recent resurgence of “feminism” in popular press through Anne-Marie Slaughter’s Atlantic piece 
(2012), Why Women Still Can’t Have it All, and Sheryl Sandberg’s (2013) Lean In (Rottenberg, 
2014), some are noticing a shift towards neoliberal feminism. Catherine Rottenberg’s (2014) 
addresses what she sees as the emerging stance of neoliberal feminism. She argues that the 
neoliberal environment has created a “particular kind of feminist subject” (p.421), one who does 
not denounce or ignore feminism, and who is completely responsible for her own success and 
self-care. Different from postfeminism, neoliberal feminism acknowledges the challenges 
women still face in the contemporary neoliberal landscape. However, instead of calling for 
change via governmental policies, social activism and gender solidarity—the strategies 
previously politicized waves of feminism engaged in—each female subject is responsible for 
overcoming patriarchal oppression individually.  
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Because TRH is a successful reality series that features several all-women casts 
throughout franchise, how the women and their relationships are/are not portrayed is significant. 
I argue in this dissertation that Bravo’s brand and programming, specifically TRH, do not 
represent the neoliberal feminism Rottenburg (2014) describes, and instead perpetuates a 
postfeminist, neoliberal ideology. Despite Rottenberg’s rightful observation that feminist rhetoric 
is re-entering the mainstream, Bravo and TRH maintain a decidedly postfeminist stance, which 
directly stems from the neoliberal ideology central to the channel’s identity. As Stuart Hall 
(2003) contends, ideology refers to the representations, images, and narratives that provide the 
discursive framework through which we make sense of ourselves and the world around us. 
Furthermore, Bravo and its franchises as part of the media operate as cultural distributors of 
ideological content in US society making the Bravo network and its texts a rich site for analysis 
(Hall, 2003). Bravo and its programming are producing neoliberal and postfeminist frameworks 
that contribute to how its audiences make sense of the world. Therefore this dissertation attempts 
to partially unpack Bravo’s network strategies and explore how its ideologies are presented 
through the TRH franchise. As a site where the construction of everyday life can be examined, 
popular culture serves an entry point into the circulation of ideologies that cannot be ignored 
(Turner, 1990).  
Methodology: The Digital Era & Bravo  
According to Amanda Lotz, TV history developed through three eras: the network era, 
the multi-channel transition, and the post-network era. The network era (mid-1950s through mid-
1980s) coincides with the adoption of color television and signals the domination of the “big 
three”; the multi-channel transition (mid-1980s through mid-2000s) marks the emergence of new 
technologies including cable that lead to a significant growth in channel quantity and diversity; 
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and the post-network era (mid-2000s to present day) denotes the shift in control—instead of the 
broadcast and cable networks holding all the power, viewers have experienced a significant 
increase in control in our contemporary moment. In large part, Lotz (2007) attributes the entry 
into the post-network era to the creation and circulation of television—how producers make 
television, how networks finance them, and how audiences access them—and argues that these 
processes challenge our basic understanding of television (p. 3-4). Furthermore, Lotz contends, 
in a post-network moment, viewers are accustomed to what she calls “the five Cs”: choice, 
control, convenience, customization and community (p. 245).  
In my work on Bravo, I use Lotz’s demarcations as a way to talk about Bravo’s 
success—through its birth during the multi-channel transition and its rise to a successful niche 
channel in the post-network era. Because Lotz wrote in the early 2000s, much of her description 
of the post-network era is based on trend spotting and predictions of potential opportunities. For 
example, Lotz assesses reality television’s role in the beginning of the post-network era: 
"'Reality' has never really threatened to take over network schedules—viewers have shown 
interest in the novelty of the programs, and younger audiences have watched in greater numbers 
than viewed newsmagazines, but scripted series remain central to network identities and overall 
strategies" (2007, p. 221). This assessment been proven limited by a handful of cable networks 
whose wheelhouses consists largely of original reality series (HGTV, Food Network, MTV, 
VH1, E!, etc.). Bravo, a cable channel that re-created its entire identity, brand, and strategies 
around original reality programming, challenges the “beginnings” of the post-network era that 
Lotz describes. Bravo began as a premium, arts-focused channel in what Lotz calls the multi-
channel era. Yet the channel evolved and completely changed course when acquired by NBC 
 
 
 
 26 
Universal in 20029 (Sorkin & Carter, 2002). Beginning in 2003 with Queer Eye for the Straight 
Guy, the same time period Lotz believes television transitioned to the post-network era, and 
continuing today, Bravo creates and produces reality fare as its primary programming. While 
Lotz’s claim that reality programming did not take over traditional network schedules, nearly 
Bravo’s entire schedule consists of reality programming and has for more than a decade. 
Broadly, the shift from industrialization to a society heavily dependent on computer 
technology and information has been labeled the “information age,” the “computer age,” the 
“digital age” and the “new media age” (Castells, 1999). Thus, I refer to our present televisual 
period throughout this dissertation as the digital era. The digital era specifically refers to a media 
environment defined by mobile devices (phones and tablets), SNSs like Twitter, Facebook, and 
Instagram, and streaming services like Hulu Plus, Amazon Prime and Netflix. It reflects a 
climate in which the traditional television model (cable subscriptions and viewing confined to 
the set top box) exists and competes against more convenient, oftentimes less expensive digital 
alternatives (on-demand, streaming platforms). Mark Andrejevic (2007) labeled the promise of 
the interactive revolution as “iCulture,” with the small ‘i’ signifying the word ‘interactive’ (p.4). 
In the mainstream, press, the state of television has been labeled the “Platinum Age” (Goodman, 
2015), “Glut TV” (Sheffield, 2015), and “Peak TV” (Littleton, 2015). Following in Lotz’s 
footsteps, I use the dominant technological trends to signify the specific moment, a broad yet 
helpful association between television and the societal practices that are influencing its 
development today. In today’s digital era, a distinct relationship between digital culture and 
television is drawn, allowing us to understand that much of what is happening now in television 
has to do with audience demands for interaction and feedback with network content, and that 
                                                
9 Bravo was acquired by NBC Universal for a reported $1.25 million in 2002.  
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broadcast and cable channels alike are putting forth in an effort to compete in a constantly-
evolving digital marketplace.  
Like Henry Jenkins (2006) did when he studied the American Idol fan base and Mark 
Andrejevic (2008) did when he studied TelevisionWithoutPity.com, my data collection method 
in this project was via an online survey. When I decided that part of my project had to include a 
survey completed by fans exploring their interest in Bravo, TRH, and their online participation, I 
knew the most challenging aspect would be to find Bravo fans, a niche audience despite its 
widespread popularity, through my limited social network. Solely distributing the survey through 
my own Twitter handle would not garner nearly enough visibility, and my own personal network 
of friends wouldn’t be strong enough to cast a large enough net outside of my geographical 
location in Southern California. Being aware that a handful of fan sites existed dedicated to 
discussing and procuring information on the housewives, I made the decision to attempt to 
distribute my survey via these outlets.  
Surveys, categorized as a method of social scientific or quantitative research practices, 
are typically used to measure public opinion, political perceptions, and to conduct market 
research to understand consumer preferences and interest (Fowler, 2002). For the purposes of 
this research, they survey aims to serve as an entry point into exploring the commonalities and/or 
discrepancies between the way Bravo’s Affluencers are branded and marketed to and their actual 
behavior. I do not claim this study to be completely generalizable to the entirety of Bravo’s 
audience, but have done my best to create an instrument that has generated reliable results. 
Because surveys generate a significant amount of data quickly and are an effective way to tap 
into a collective sense of knowledge, attitudes, or experiences (Traudt, 2005), I see these results 
as a starting point for further investigation. Instead of using interviews, which are effective tools 
 
 
 
 28 
to analyze how audiences are decoding various media texts, or an ethnography to uncover the 
detailed online interactions of Bravo’s audience (Rose, 2012), the survey methodology is the best 
fit for the focus of this project in gaining some insight into the Affluencers’ online behavior 
related to the channel’s content.  
Part of any survey’s reliability is the sample frame from which participants are chosen. 
Instead of working off a pre-determined list, my sample frame was limited to members of 
Bravo’s audience who regularly visited my three participating fan sites, through whom the link 
to my survey was distributed. Although all samples give some people a chance to be included 
while excluding others (Fowler, 2002), I acknowledge the lack of breadth and potential bias my 
sample possesses due to the niche distribution method. To offset the potential unreliability of my 
sample frame, designing a reliable instrument was top of mind. All participants were asked the 
same set of statements/questions, complete and clear wording was used in each statement, all 
subjective terminology was explicitly defined, and each statement contained only one topic of 
inquiry (Fowler, 2002). Additionally, to ensure comprehension beyond my own interpretation, I 
sent a preliminary version of my survey to a small focus group of personal acquaintances who 
provided feedback on awkwardly worded statements and/or clarity issues. While my survey did 
face the unavoidable risk inherent with self-reporting, every effort was made to limit any 
misunderstandings and encourage honest answers.   
After securing the participating sites, I designed a survey using SurveyMonkey.com10. 
The survey was broken down into three sections: one pertaining to TRH, one pertaining to Bravo, 
and one to gather demographic and psychographic information. The first two sections included 
one open-ended question asking what participants, in their own words, liked best (or least) about 
                                                
10 A copy of the survey text, including consent waiver, can be found in Appendix K. 
 
 
 
 29 
TRH and Bravo, respectively. The third section included an open-ended space that simply 
offered participants the opportunity to comment on anything not covered in the survey that they 
felt was relevant. In both TRH and the Bravo sections of the survey, participants were asked to 
respond to statements on a likert scale ranging from “Strongly Agree” to “Strongly Disagree”. 
Statements in TRH section primarily focused on the online habits of viewers, whether 
participants attempt to interact with cast members via social media, whether they feel strongly 
about the topics presented on TRH, and whether they prefer to surveil others’ online commentary 
as opposed to inserting themselves into the dialogue. Statements in the Bravo section asked 
participants to weigh in on Bravo’s programming (generally), WWHL, how high reality 
television ranks in their television genre interests, and whether the channel is their “guilty 
pleasure.” The demographics and psychographics mimicked the attributes Bravo claims it’s 
Affluencer audience posses, both explicitly and not explicitly. In addition to ethnicity and 
gender, participants were asked to identify their personal annual income, relationship status, 
sexual orientation, and mobile device preference.  
Following IRB approval, my survey was made “live” for two weeks during the summer 
of 2015 with the participating sites distributed the link one time in the beginning. Bravo Watch 
posted an entry on its site that also appeared on their Facebook page, The Real Housewives Blog 
posted the link on their site through a stand-alone entry, and Stoopid Housewives posted an entry 
and tweeted the link to its followers11. In addition to the participating sites, I used my personal 
social media presence to distribute the link via Facebook and Twitter. The “blurb” associated 
with the links advertised a survey designed for “Bravo fans” and the landing page of the survey 
                                                
11 Screenshots of all postings can be found in Appendix J. 
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reiterated that the project was intended to gauge the motivations and thoughts specifically of self-
identified Bravo viewers. After two weeks, the survey garnered 561 responses12.  
Performing Network Studies  
Several scholars paved the way for my investigation of Bravo and provide significant 
guidelines informing the analysis. Eileen Meehan and Jackie Byars article (2000) on the cable 
network Lifetime examine the channel through a historical case study, breaking its existence into 
five distinct periods. Thus, Meehan and Byars identify the successes and/or failures of each era 
in the network, and ultimately the impact each fragment had on branding of the Lifetime 
network. Based on their findings, the authors ultimately assess Lifetime “responded to changes 
in ownership, management teams, and industrial conditions by refocusing its definition of target 
audiences, movie formulae, and programming strategies” (Meehan & Byars, 2000, p. 48), 
specifically by co-opting the subculture of liberal feminism. For Meehan and Byars, this co-
optation—the adherence to popular liberal feminist tenets (less violence, more female 
protagonists) within programming—can also be understood as subcultural elements repurposed 
for profits. Although Bravo has not always been a channel explicitly geared toward attracting a 
gay and gay-friendly audience, like Lifetime, its history reveals a distinct turn wherein the 
network chose to focus its programming on specifically gay-oriented content (Queer Eye). 
Coincidentally, or perhaps not so much, this is the same period of time (the early 2000s) when 
Bravo began its ascent into the successful position it currently holds. In the following chapter, I 
discuss the ways in which this co-optation of the stereotypical gay male persona in the form of 
Andy Cohen has influenced the overall network identity, as well as its success. 
                                                
12 A summary and analysis of the survey responses is provided in chapter five. 
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 Laurie Ouellette’s 2002 book, Viewers Like You: How Public TV Failed the People uses 
PBS to talk about the larger issue of public television and its “elevated—and deeply 
marginalized—place in television culture” (p. 5). Through a discourse analysis of public interest 
and cultural power, Ouellette deconstructs public television’s democratic history and its 
contemporary social construction, its perceived audience at inception, as well as its continued 
vulnerability to cultural contradiction. Additionally, Ouellette outlines PBS as an arts and 
cultural programming channel that attempts to raise the cultural taste of American viewers from 
a broadcasting perspective. Following Ouellette’s lead, my work defines Bravo, a network that 
also began as an arts and cultural programming channel but on a niche scale, to talk about the 
larger concept of television and Bravo’s relationship to popular taste and commodity trends. 
Because Bravo is unique in its digital initiatives, amount of original reality programming, and 
overall brand, it does seem to challenge, in a sense, what traditional television—even traditional 
niche cable channels—means. Furthermore, just as Ouellette covers PBS in a time of transition 
from the broadcast era to just before the adoption of cable, my coverage of Bravo is similarly in 
a period of transition from the post-network era, existing within what I label the digital era.  
Finally, Avi Santo’s work on HBO suggest that the premium channel does not fit 
squarely within the description of what television is in the post-network era, but instead argues 
for its consideration as a pseudo-hybrid network. He labels the network as “para-television, 
which purposely relies on mimicking and tweaking existing and recognizable TV forms” (Santo, 
2008, p. 19), or “drawing upon existing television forms, narratives, aesthetics, themes, and 
economic and institutional practices in order to articulate [its] difference” (p. 24). Although HBO 
is a premium, subscription channel and Bravo is a cable channel, similarities exist. Bravo’s 
programming is traditional in the sense that reality television is widely accepted and has been 
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used to fill many networks’ lineups since its rise to popularity at the turn of the century. 
However, Bravo’s programming can be considered less traditional in that the network is nearly 
fully sustained by original reality series, houses television’s first live, late-night, viewer-driven 
talk show, and is constantly experimenting with various digital initiatives to keep its affluent 
audience engaged. Throughout this project, I use Santo’s conceptualization of “para-television” 
as a method of thinking through the ways in which Bravo defines itself outside of traditional 
television. 
 
 
The Bravo Case Study 
  I focus on the cable network Bravo as an exemplar in the digital era of contemporary 
television, reflective of both trends in popular reality programming as well as the increasingly 
inevitable integration between television and technology. More specifically, my project examines 
Bravo’s brand and place within the current television landscape as well as Bravo’s self-
proclaimed affluent and influential audience and how they interact with the digital initiatives 
Bravo has put forth. I use the network’s most successful franchise, The Real Housewives 
(hereafter TRH), as my running example throughout my dissertation. Although Bravo claims a 
plethora of notable past and present reality series (e.g., Top Chef, Project Runway), none have 
permeated popular culture in such as way as TRH. The franchise is emblematic of the Bravo 
brand; attracts a significant fan base both on and offline, and, in many ways can be credited with 
the channel’s continued success and rising popularity (Lauria, 2010). As a post-network channel 
that is continually making efforts to integrate in the digital era, Bravo is a fitting case study to 
assess the current state of the television industry. Thus, my central research questions are:  
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• What does the Bravo brand tell us about the social, cultural, and economic state of 
TV today?  
• How does TRH franchise ideologically activate the Bravo brand?  
• How does Bravo’s audience utilize its digital initiatives?    
 
My dissertation focuses solely on the cable channel Bravo as it functions in the U.S. 
television industry. While Bravo has Canadian and other international fans, my concentration 
will be on Bravo’s audience living in the U.S watching the U.S. broadcasts of its various 
programs. Indeed the “American television industry appears to be one of the most inclined to use 
the Internet in order to create an engaging experience for customers and to foster the interactions 
with viewers by building on existing communities such as Facebook, Twitter and dedicated 
forums” (Benecchi & Richeri, 2012, p. 4). Although the impact of the digital revolution varies 
from country to country, the outcomes and contributions of my project will be limited to the U.S. 
television industry (Turner, 2011).   
I view my integration of Bravo as a channel brand, its most successful reality franchise, 
and its audience as a comprehensive and unique way to study television’s current moment. 
Because few studies of this nature have been conducted within media studies, or even television 
studies, several scholars, such as Laura Grindstaff, Todd Gitlin and Mark Andrejevic, inform my 
project. Laura Grindstaff’s (2002) work on popular 1990s daytime talk shows provides 
invaluable insight into early forms of RTV and the concept of ordinary people doing 
extraordinary emotional work for our viewing pleasure. Just as reality cast members do, 
Grindstaff (2002) notes that “ordinary people on talk shows discuss mostly personal matters 
pertaining to sexuality, identity, interpersonal relationships, family conflict, and victimization or 
abuse, and their expertise stems from firsthand experience” (p. 19). Her description of the topics 
of discussion on 1990s talk shows is applicable to the storylines present on TRH, which will help 
to guide my thematic analysis of the series. Similarly, Mark Andrejevic’s (2008) study of 
 
 
 
 34 
television fan site, TelevisionWithoutPity.com, certainly paved the way for my own investigation 
of the Bravo audience via an online survey. Capitalizing on the beginnings of social television 
and the concept of online fan communities, Andrejevic (2008) explores the ways producers 
utilize the work of fans to the benefit of the network, and how the fans seized the opportunity to 
have a say. As I begin my research six years later, Andrejevic’s work is still a worthy 
methodological template for attaining a well-rounded data set from which to gain pertinent 
findings. Lastly, Todd Gitlin’s (1983) study Inside Prime Time inspires me to situate my project 
within the television industry, and to understand that the role of the channel is significant and 
worthy of analysis. As Amanda Lotz (2009) notes, “By focusing on the network, Gitlin exposes 
the intersection of many industrial operations—advertising, audience research, program 
development—consistent with the comprehensiveness of industry-level research” (p. 30). Like 
Gitlin, this dissertation speaks to a network of strategies that constitute Bravo as a channel and a 
brand during this period of transition in television history. 
The Network & Franchise Analysis 
In order to analyze Bravo as a channel and a brand, I submerged myself in the Bravo 
world for the past five years. Furthermore I have conducted several interviews: one with the last 
remaining original cast member, Vicki Gunvalson, in 2012; one with Zeebox co-founder 
Anthony Rose in 2013; and one with Bravowatch.com founder Lilly Klein in 2014. Since 2011 
when I decided to begin this project, I have watched every episode of each season of every city 
of TRH (more than 450 episodes) and every episode of WWHL (more than 700 episodes). 
Additionally, I collected the channel’s apps (Bravo Now and The Daily Dish), played the games, 
read the cast member blogs, followed the cast members on Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram, 
subscribed to two fan sites newsletters (Bravowatch.com and StoopidHousewives.com), received 
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New York Times alerts on Bravo and TRH, and followed coverage of the channel and franchise 
both in academic journals and popular/trade press. As a media studies scholar, I enjoyed 
partaking in the popular culture phenomenon that is TRH and Bravo more broadly, yet I also 
looked critically at the material to assess both its innovations and shortcomings. My engagement 
with the material brings a unique set of knowledge to this project that enhances the quality and 
depth of analysis. In order to be an effective media studies scholar, one must engage deeply with 
the texts being analyzed; therefore this dissertation is a product of my engagement.  
Chapter Breakdown  
In this introductory chapter, I provided journalistic and academic contextualization to 
support my project, a review of literature that supports and justifies my work, provided a 
historiography of television studies that focused on networks, traced the foundation history of 
Bravo, and provided a summary of my theoretical approach and methodology. In chapter two, 
the theoretical framework that informs this dissertation is laid out. Chapter three fully develops 
and explores the Bravo brand, highlighting the five aspects that contribute most significantly to 
its continued success: 1) Andy Cohen and WWHL; 2) the Affluencers; 3) what the channel refers 
to as Bravolebrities (Bravo-made celebrities); 4) the “By Bravo” tagline; and 5) the channel’s 
digital initiatives. Dovetailing off the branding analysis, chapter four showcases an ideologically 
analysis of the TRH franchise as well as the journalistic discourse surrounding TRH. 
Specifically, it engages in a thematic analysis based on a specific arc of episodes from season 10 
of the RHOC and season 7 of The Real Housewives of Atlanta. Contributing to the field of 
feminist media studies, this chapter focuses on the ways in neoliberal postfeminism and 
whiteness operate within the series and the franchise. By including an analysis of the live talk 
show, chapter four also identifies the role WWHL, and ultimately the channel, play in 
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highlighting specific content from programming to maintain and perpetuate the Bravo brand. In 
chapter five, I utilize primary data, including a self-designed survey to explore Bravo’s 
Affluencer audience’s perception of the channel and the TRH franchise. Tying in my analysis 
from chapter four, responses are situated within the thematic analyses of TRH and WWHL to 
uncover ideological similarities and discrepancies. Finally, chapter six ties the analysis of the 
preceding chapters together and provides a conclusion to the dissertation that articulates the 
current televisual moment focusing on Bravo’s place within the contemporary TV landscape, and 
discusses the potential implications of the channel’s success.  
Through the work of my dissertation, I illuminate the trends indicative of the current state 
of the television industry. In a moment where streaming, on-demand services are taking viewer’s 
attention away from their traditional cable subscriptions and fictional original programming is at 
an all-time competitive high, Bravo’s success is notable. Almost fully reliant upon unscripted, 
reality fare, the channel continues to find success when many critics predict the end of reality 
programming and traditional cable. Because television plays such a significant role in our culture 
and economy, studying its success stories is imperative to understanding the industry’s modern 
function. From an academic perspective, this dissertation is unique in that it combines television, 
industry, network, and audience studies with thematic analyses to reinforce the impossibility of 
studying television in our contemporary moment without each of these components.  
 One goal of this dissertation is to include the audience in the discussion of television’s 
future; especially as the Bravo audience exists in the realm of social media and various digital 
initiatives made by networks. The digital era, where the television industry is being reinvented, is 
the most significant shift since the adoption of cable technology and the influx of networks 
associated with the cable boom. Because the niche cable network Bravo has so clearly branded 
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itself and its audience, created a profuse and seemingly effective online presence, and managed 
to flourish in recent years, it provides telling insights that reveal the increasing pressures niche 
cable channels must adapt to in order to thrive during this transitional period in television 
history.   
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework 
This project straddles the boundaries of several paradigms. Informed by critical branding 
and television studies, it also owes a significant debt to critical cultural studies and its 
interventions into the understanding of popular culture, power, and media. Using this inter-
paradigm frame, this chapter works to outline the theoretical boundaries that inform the project’s 
qualitative components as well as its critical analytical conclusions. Underpinning these 
methodologies, and my analysis of Bravo overall, is the multiple functions of ideology, which I 
understand through the work of Stuart Hall. As Hall contends, ideology refers to the 
representations, images, and narratives that provide the discursive framework through which we 
make sense of ourselves and the world around us (2003, p. 89). Since Bravo and its franchises 
are part of the contemporary media landscape, the network acts as a cultural distributor of 
ideological content and serves a rich site for analysis (Hall, 2003). I will argue throughout this 
dissertation that Bravo and its programming are producing neoliberal and postfeminist ideologies 
that contribute to how its audiences make sense of the world. Therefore this project works to 
unpack Bravo’s network strategies to explore how its encoded ideological positions are presented 
through the TRH franchise and what impact these positions have on forming neoliberal and 
postfeminist narratives for its audiences. As a site where the construction of everyday life can be 
examined, popular culture serves an entry point into the circulation of ideologies that cannot be 
ignored (Turner, 1990). In this chapter, I will introduce the theories that both guide and inform 
my analysis—neoliberalism, postfeminism, critical branding theory, and social class. Successive 
chapters will leverage this framework to explicate, using specific textual examples, the formation 
of Bravo’s ideological positions, their transmission to, and reception by, their audiences.  
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Theoretical Framework 
Neoliberalism and Postfeminism  
A neoliberal ideology informs Bravo’s over all brand, as well as the types of programs 
Bravo produces and airs, inclusive of TRH franchise. David Harvey (2005) defines neoliberalism 
as:  
a theory of political-economic practices that proposes that human well-being can best be 
advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an 
institutional framework characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and 
free trade. The role of the state is to create and preserve an institutional framework 
appropriate to such practices (p.2).  
 
For Harvey, contemporary neoliberalism depends on governmental intervention; as long as 
government maintains an environment of mostly unregulated corporate competition, citizens 
have every opportunity to thrive. However, as a concept whose reach extends to all levels of 
society from industry to private citizens, neoliberalism has evolved into more than an economic 
or governmental policy (Brown, 2003). Neoliberalism as an economic, social, and particularly, 
cultural, ideology can provide insight into the decisions Bravo makes as a network, the television 
industry’s current economic state, and place of reality television cast members— ordinary 
citizens—as they perform for viewers under the guise of RTV and online through SNSs. Since 
regulation by the state is decreased within a neoliberal economic and cultural environment, “each 
individual is held responsible and accountable for his or her own actions and well-being.... 
Individual success or failure is interpreted in terms of entrepreneurial virtues or personal failings 
rather than being attributed to any systemic property” (Harvey, 2005, p. 65-66). Thus, Bravo’s 
operationalization of a neoliberal ideology places the responsibility of success for much of its 
programming on the shoulders of their casts, who in the case of TRH, are seemingly willing to 
rise to the challenge.  
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Often linked to neoliberalism, postfeminism is a discourse that contends that the United 
States has progressed past the need for feminism, and posits that equality between the sexes has 
been attained. As Mary Douglas Vavrus (2000) describes it, postfeminism “rejects feminism’s 
more provocative challenges, such as those grounded in critiques of capitalism and class 
privilege, and takes for granted the gains brought about by the first and second waves.” 
Interestingly, just as today’s woman and mass media reject feminism, the gains made by 
feminism are still enjoyed by women reaping the benefits of their first and second wave 
foremothers. Beginning in the 1980s, the term postfeminism started surfacing in U.S. popular 
media (Projansky & Valdivia, 2006). As an ideology, postfeminism encompasses a set of 
assumptions having to do with the “pastness” of feminism, whether that pastness is merely noted, 
mourned or celebrated (Tasker & Negra, 2007).  
According to Yvonne Tasker and Diane Negra (2007), postfeminism serves to 
commodify feminism through positioning women as empowered consumers, emphasizing 
educational and professional opportunities, freedom of choice with respect to work, domesticity, 
and parenting, and physical and sexual empowerment (p. 2). While the media’s celebration of 
postfeminist freedom displaces feminism, marking it as aged and redundant (Hedge, 2006), it 
also reinforces the tenets of a neoliberal society made up of hyper-individualism, meritocracy, 
self-governance, and a free market. As Rosalind Gill (2007) observes, there is a stark 
contradiction within postfeminism—the notion that autonomy, choice and self-improvement sits 
side-by-side with surveillance, discipline and the vilification of those who make the “wrong” 
choices—which draws a distinct parallel to neoliberal ideals. Gill notes that postfeminism may 
not only be a response to feminism, but also a sensibility that is at least partly constituted by the 
pervasiveness of neoliberal ideas. One glaring difference, however, is that wherein a neoliberal 
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society calls everyone to manage themselves, postfeminism asks only women to self-manage and 
self-discipline themselves to the point of perfection via autonomy and free choice. Choice then, 
as Angela McRobbie (2004) claims, within a consumer-driven, neoliberal society becomes a 
modality of constraint within a lifestyle culture as the individual is compelled to be the kind of 
subject who can make the right choices. Choice, in this context, refers to a consumer choice 
endemic to constructing oneself along neoliberal, postfeminist lines.  
As critiques of postfeminism continue to emerge, and feminism rises in ‘trendiness’ in 
contemporary culture13 there has been a rhetorical move away from the term in the popular press 
in favor of what Catherine Rottenberg (2014) terms “neoliberal feminism.” Articles like Anne-
Marie Slaughter’s 2012 Atlantic piece Why Women Still Can’t Have it All and Sheryl Sandberg’s 
(2013) Lean In (Rottenberg, 2014) exemplify the rhetorical switch Rottenberg identifies.  In her 
anaylsis, she argues that the neoliberal environment has created a “particular kind of feminist 
subject” (p.421), one who does not denounce or ignore feminism, and who is completely 
responsible for her own success and self-care. As opposed to postfeminism where women are 
seen as having achieved equality, neoliberal feminism acknowledges the challenges women still 
face in the contemporary neoliberal landscape. However, instead of calling for change via 
governmental policies, social activism and gender solidarity—the strategies previously 
politicized waves of feminism engaged in—each subject is responsible for overcoming 
patriarchal oppression individually.  
When thinking through the ideological gender positing on Bravo and TRH, it is critical to 
note that they do not represent the neoliberal feminism Rottenburg (2014) describes; rather, they 
                                                
13 Feminism as an ideological position has recently tuned into a space for trendy consumption. The rise of popular 
publications that advertise themselves as specifically feminist—including Rookie magazine, Lenny Letter, Jezebel, 
and the resurgence of Bitch magazine—has been matched by a rise in clothing and apparel companies that leverage 
feminism both in their products, their business model, and their marketing. Examples include Modcloth, Feminist 
Apparel, Wild Fang, Wicked Clothing, and Nasty Girl. 
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are fully embedded in a postfeminist paradigm. This is specifically because neither the network 
nor the franchise acknowledge the challenges women continue to face in the contemporary 
neoliberal landscape, instead perpetuating a postfeminist, neoliberal ideology. Despite 
Rottenberg’s rightful observation that feminist rhetoric is re-entering the mainstream, Bravo and 
TRH maintain a decidedly postfeminist stance, refusing to call attention to the inequality that still 
exists between genders, and therefore decidedly avoiding any action around changing that 
inequality. Indeed, the act of ignoring inequality is a direct result of the neoliberal ideology 
central to the channel’s identity. Because the women are responsible for their own success (i.e., 
they do not suffer from restrictive systemic oppression), and since the network refuses to 
acknowledge a patriarchal system of dominance, there are only opportunities to be taken 
advantage of in order to better oneself in a performance of sanctioned neoliberal, postfeminist 
citizenship are foregrounded in both the ideological and narrative construction of the franchise.  
However, this does not mean TRH has an uncomplicated relationship to its postfeminist 
foundation. Indeed, one can look at the average age of its cast members to see how the franchise 
occasionally butts up against the postfeminist rule. Despite a postfeminist media environment 
that privileges and more highly values women who fit conventional standards of beauty and 
appear youthful, most of the cast members on TRH are between the ages of 40 and 60 years old. 
This age range is noticeably and markedly older than most portrayed on reality television shows, 
and on television generally. In popular shows like The Bachelor (2002-present), Total Divas 
(2013-present), or Keeping Up With The Kardashians (2007-present), the women’s average age 
is closer to 30 years old. The age of housewives on TRH is unusual since, as Tasker and Negra 
(2007) note, “…some of the highest-profile postfeminist franchises have centralized girls and 
girlhood…” (p. 18). However, they go on to note that even when the focus is not on typically-
 
 
 
 43 
aged “girls,” there is a tendency to “either explicitly term or simply treat women of a variety of 
ages as girls” (Tasker & Negra, 2007, p. 18). Although TRH features adult women, not girls, the 
franchise still manages to remain postfeminist in its hyper focus on youthfulness. Whether it’s 
acting youthful14 or participating in plastic surgery to maintain a youthful appearance, the 
women of TRH are hyper focused on remaining young. Furthermore, the women compulsively 
refer to each other as “girls” while discussing everything from “girls’ trips” to “lunch with the 
girls.” By integrating the postfeminist ideological component of the “girling” of adult 
womanhood Bravo has taken a group of middle-aged women, who’s age traditionally would 
have made them less desirable as reality television stars, and transformed their relevance by 
encouraging and exploitation a neoliberal postfeminist social, cultural, and mediated 
environment. 
Since TRH features all-women casts, it is not surprising that both Bravo and Andy Cohen, 
co-creator of the franchise, have been scrutinized for their role in providing a platform to 
showcase the worst parts of these women’s lives, as the franchise maintains a hyper-focus on 
behavior that reinforces harmful stereotypes instead of challenging them (Chocano, 2011; 
WWHL Ep. 195, 2015). Through representations of women in constant state of competition and 
jealously with one another, TRH has reinforced the stereotype that women cannot get along with 
one another, which feeds deeply into the ideological construction of postfeminism. Despite the 
hundreds of hours of footage shot that most likely include the women having productive and 
potentially supportive relationships with one another, conflicts are always centered in individual 
storylines and episodes.  
                                                
14 Acting youthful includes exhibiting behaviors associated with the immaturities of adolescence or young adulthood 
such as an avoidance of responsibility, blame shifting, acting impulsively, name-calling, physical violence within 
interpersonal relationships, and a focus on nightlife including alcohol over-consumption. 
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Indeed the idea that TRH showcases, and spectacularizes, adult women behaving badly 
necessarily spurs speculation around Bravo’s intent with the franchise. Is the exploitation of 
these women by Cohen and the network sexist? In the hundreds of episodes of Watch What 
Happens Live surveyed, the implication (primarily in jest) that Cohen’s objective is more 
nefarious than noble has been made more than a few times by a variety of guests. Each time, 
Cohen justifies the absurdities of the franchise by highlighting the fact that the women join the 
cast of their own volition, and that the show actually ends up empowering them because it 
provides a platform on which entrepreneurial endeavors become both suddenly possible and 
profitable. Furthermore, because the women are always on season-to-season contracts, they are 
free to leave at any time. This postfeminist and neoliberal logic—that choice absolves any 
sinister or sexist intent—only makes the answer to the question of Cohen and the network’s 
intent more difficult to conclude. For the purposes of this project, however, intent is irrelevant. 
This project is not interested in placing value judgments upon Cohen and Bravo. Rather its goal 
is to present the franchise in a way that allows us to survey its impacts on our society and 
contemporary television landscape. There is no doubt the portrayal of the women on TRH can be 
viewed as sexist, exploitative, and complicit in taking advantage of the women’s desire for fame. 
But, while Cohen, Bravo, and the women of TRH perpetuate the ideologies that maintain our 
neoliberal, postfeminist moment, but they didn’t invent it. Therefore, the more generative 
position to take in regard to intent is to acknowledge its evidentiary impossibility and move 
toward a critical understanding of how these televisual products are moving in, and impacting 
upon, the world as cultural products.   
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Race, Whiteness, and Class 
Complicating the neoliberal and postfeminist ideologies represented throughout TRH 
franchise are the ways in which race and whiteness are textually constructed. These portrayals, 
while crafted by the strategic decision of producers and editors, are embedded into the show’s 
supposed verisimilitude. As a result the, the franchise surreptitiously embeds visual and narrative 
rhetorics of race and whiteness into the fabric of the show. While not aggressively racist, the 
women of TRH regularly made lighthearted derogatory remarks about different cultures, remarks 
that expose willful ignorance and assumed privilege that bound their worldview. Their 
interaction with difference is built on systemic micoraggressions. The show aids in this 
construction by purposefully decentering race while simultaneously centering whiteness and 
valorizing colorblindness. Colorblindness, in cooperation with neoliberalism, is synonymous 
with the concept of post-race: the idea that, as a society, the United States has moved past seeing 
differences between races by affording the same privileges and opportunities to all regardless of 
ethnicity or race (Squires et al, 2010). Both the concept of colorblindness and the idea of a post-
race society are problematic as they work to erase and ignore the existing systemic racism that 
prevents people of color from having the same opportunities as those who are identified as white 
(Squires et al, 2010). Furthermore, the post-race and colorblind ideologies serve to justify blame 
when a person of color does not succeed by placing the onus squarely on their individual 
shoulders and disregarding the institutional and systemic racism that undoubtedly factors in. In 
this way, colorblindness functions alongside the same neoliberal logics as postfeminism. On 
TRH, therefore, the absence of people of color (in every city except Atlanta) re-centers white 
privilege and perpetuates a post-racial, neoliberal ideology focusing on individual merits. White 
privilege in the context of the all-white casts of TRH can be seen in almost any episode, but is 
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perhaps most prominent during trip episodes that take place in countries outside of the United 
States, which will be addressed and analyzed in chapter four.  
  The term “whiteness” indicates “a set of largely unidentified characteristics and qualities, 
not limited to physical traits” (Dubrofsky, 2013, p. 84). As a franchise that began featuring only 
white women, it is necessary to explore how the specific role of white femininity operates in 
such an environment. For Raka Shome (2001), white femininity, because it is so closely related 
to white patriarchy, is a site “through which racialized patriarchal relations are organized— 
through mothers, wives, daughters and sisters” (p. 323). TRH franchise explicitly reinforces all 
these roles, therefore ultimately reinforcing white patriarchy. According to Thomas Nakayama 
and Robert Krizek (1995), white dominance in the United States operates through a strategic 
rhetoric that re-centers whiteness by ensuring continued privilege for whites and inequality for 
non-whites. TRH cities featuring all-white casts participate in this contemporary rhetoric of 
whiteness, which will be specifically addressed in chapter four.  
TRH and Bravo have successfully packaged and glamorized the idea of white femininity 
for entertainment consumption. Bravo has commodified whiteness in a successful franchise and 
made an otherwise damaging privilege desirable. As Kent Ono and Derek Buescher (2001) note 
in their assessment of Disney’s commodification of Pocahontas (1995), “...when Disney 
imported the figure of Pocahontas into mainstream commodity culture and reshaped it, new 
meanings were ascribed to the figure of Pocahontas and most older meanings were lost” (p. 25). 
Of course Bravo is not importing the figure of whiteness into mainstream culture, as it has 
always been, and continues to be, a dominant media narrative. Rather, Bravo and TRH franchise 
are reshaping and ascribing new meanings to the idea of whiteness and white femininity: 
aspirational whiteness. TRH are cast, edited and produced into a glamorized and aspirational 
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form of whiteness and white privilege. The women are shown living lives of luxury with 
limitless discretionary incomes that allow them to own any material object they desire (from 
homes to hand bags) and travel wherever they choose. In other words, these women showcase 
only the positive aspects of their privilege and never complicate their positions with an 
acknowledgment that the ways in which they perform both their whiteness and their privilege is 
problematic. Furthermore, even though the franchise has featured casts of different races (the 
short-lived Real Housewives of Miami and the most successful city of the franchise, Atlanta), 
Bravo is not invested in a more diverse, less white, brand. Instead, Bravo “understands 
multiculturalism as a call to sell a more diverse range of products with no broader commitment 
to changing the social order” (Magnet, 2007, p. 596), made especially clear through its 
stereotypical portrayal of the women on RHOA.  
Despite their socio-economic classification as upper-middle and upper class, the 
housewives of Atlanta are overwhelmingly connected to negative, stereotypical, and classed 
portrayals of Blackness on RHOA. The show hyper-relies on outdated and tired tropes of Black 
women to construct its characters: the sassy Black woman, the welfare queen, the gold digger, 
and the oversexed single mother (Harris-Lacewell, 2001; Jones & Shorter-Gooden, 2003) 
As Nicole Cox (2015) suggests, “Such portrayals not only perpetuate stereotypical 
understandings of African American culture, but also reify the notion that African Americans 
cannot escape behaving in stereotypical ways through ascendency to a higher socioeconomic 
class” (p. 47). While there is nothing inherently problematic about showing the parts of black 
women’s lives that, for some audiences, may be racially or culturally relevant, RHOA privileges 
these moments above all else, constructing the women of RHOA as raced caricatures rather than 
individual characters. Because viewership for the city is so high—the highest rated city in the 
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franchise—it seems the stereotypical portrayals of the women do not deter Bravo’s audience.15 
As a result, the show reifies and perpetuates stereotypes of Black women, particularly 
stereotypes of Black women on reality television. Indeed, as Robin Boylorn (2008) observes, 
“Black representation on reality TV has emerged as a quick claim to fame and the more 
outrageous and memorable, the better. The public can’t seem to get enough of the glamorized 
and ghettoization of Black womanhood”16 (p. 424). Beyond the confrontations described in detail 
in chapter four, the language the women are often shown as using serves to reinforce stereotypes 
of black women; it is constructed as noticeably different from the way the white casts speaks 
and, in my opinion, edited to elicit laughter form the audience. 
In addition to the stereotypes perpetuated through the series, RHOA also sexualizes the 
women differently from other cities. While breasts are a focus throughout the franchise, the focus 
on cast members’ backsides is noticeably prominent on RHOA and in alignment with the popular 
trend that accompanies representing women of color. For example, RHOA cast member Phaedra 
Parks created a workout video with her (now ex-) husband, Apollo, called “Phine Body: Donkey 
Booty Volume 1” as a way to monetize her own buttocks. Isabel Molina-Guzmán and Angharad 
Valdivia (2012) observe of women of color, “Dominant representations of Latina and African 
American women are predominantly characterized by an emphasis on the breasts, hips, and 
buttocks (p. 211-212). Instead of attempting to show a more pluralistic version of black women 
on television, Bravo has chosen to encourage viewers to associate specific, physical body parts 
with black women and perpetuate the representation of black women as stereotypically standard.  
                                                
15 The demographic/racial breakdown of viewers for RHOC versus RHOA was not available.  
16 E.g., Bad Girls Club (2006-present), I Love New York (2007-2008), Flavor of Love (2006-2008), Love and Hip 
Hop (2011-present) 
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The way the franchise conflates the concept of social class with socioeconomic status is 
also problematic. The franchise marks all the women it casts as members of the upper class 
because they are appear wealthy. Regardless of their taste cultures or actual income, if the 
women are part of the show, they appear to be living enviable lives of luxury, regardless of their 
ability to actually afford such lives. They dress in designer clothes, carrying expensive handbags, 
regularly undergo plastic surgery, drive high-end cars, live in larger than life homes, and spend 
significant amounts of money on basic events (i.e., thousands of dollars on children’s birthday 
parties). While the majority of the women seem to be wealthy (i.e., possess seemingly limitless 
expendable incomes), there have been several cases where cast members have had serious 
financial troubles. One former RHOC cast member, Lynn Curtain, filed for bankruptcy, and 
infamous RHNJ housewife Teresa Giudice and her husband were sent to prison for financial 
fraud. What’s particularly interesting about the series is how it presents itself as a paradox within 
popular culture—the seemingly enviable lives of the upper class being are portrayed on, 
arguably, one of the industry’s lease respected genres, reality television.   
Complicating the ways in which the series portrays race and whiteness is the presentation 
of social class TRH advances. As a network, Bravo is hyper-focused on conflating money with 
class, with using the apparently luxurious lives of a few to appeal to the masses. In both the 
branding of its audience, which will be discussed in depth in chapter three, and in the women 
themselves whose personal relationships with class come across complicated at best, Bravo 
positions class as an invaluable aspect of its brand. Referring to its audience as Affluencers, 
Bravo uses the socioeconomic data (household income, level of education, martial status, etc.) of 
its viewers to appeal to advertisers who aim to attract consumers with high degrees of influence 
and expendable incomes. The name Affluencers combines the words “affluence” and 
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“influencers,” and describes the channel’s audience as among the wealthiest, most educated, tech 
savvy, and influential of television viewers. Although the classification of audiences in the 
majority of channels serves to help advertisers decide where their dollars are best spent, Bravo 
has used the branding of its audience to actually brand its audience. By telling advertisers their 
viewers are wealthy and providing content centered around wealthy individuals, Bravo expects 
to cyclically attract wealthy audience members to its programming. TRH is a prime exemplar of 
this strategy, but I would argue that when more closely analyzed, the women of the franchise are 
complicated amalgams of class rather than straightforward aspirational examples of such.  
Despite the U.S. valuation of increased educational capital as a marker of class, which 
Bravo specifically capitalizes on through the branding of its Affluent audience, the women of 
TRH do not explicitly meet this benchmark. In fact, while the channel heavily markets the 
education of its viewers, there is almost no mention of any of the housewives’ education levels. 
Indeed, based on census data, the distance between the perceived educational status of the TRH 
cast members and the established education levels of the geographies they represent—
presumably in their audience demographics—is significant, as indicated in the table below.  
County/Area Population  
(in millions) 
Percentage with  
HS diploma or higher 
Media household income 
(in thousands) 
Fulton County, GA 
(RHOA) 
1.01 90% $57.2 
Orange County, CA 
(RHOC) 
3.1 84.3% $76.5 
Los Angeles, CA  
(RHBH) 
10.1 77.3% $56.1 
New York City, NY 
(RHNY) 
8.5 80.3% $53.3 
Table 1 Source: US Census Bureau (2015) 
In fact, of all episodes and seasons surveyed for this project, only two instances where a 
housewife mentioned participating in higher education were noted: former RHOC cast member 
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Gretchen Rossi visiting with her college roommates and RHOA cast member Phaedra Parks 
repeatedly commenting on her undergraduate degree and juris doctorate. Outside of these two 
women, only one of which is still actively part of the franchise, education is rarely mentioned in 
the series or in the one-on-one interviews within the episodes. Instead, the focus is always 
money, particularly on who has it, who has more than others, and how it’s being spent. For the 
women of TRH and Bravo, a cast member’s embodied and institutional capital is trumped by her 
objectified capital, specifically her expendable income and material possessions. This is also 
reflected in the way the women on TRH manage their bodies, specifically in relation to body 
modification, dress, and accessories mentioned previously. Social class, aspirational or accurate, 
is writ large on their bodies, as class so often is. Indeed, as Tony Bennett, et al. notes (2009), 
class difference is often exhibited as a difference showcased through the “management of the 
body—through eating, clothing, exercise and medication (p. 152)…. Bodies display the insignia 
of unequal possession of cultural capital” (p. 169). In part, this display of class through the body 
calls to mind Bourdieu’s concept of bodily hexis, in which “Manners, and mannerisms, posture 
and bearing, body shape and presentation, and accent are all deeply embodied, mostly 
unconsciously reproduced and represented in many situations, and are thoroughly revealing of 
social origins and position” (Bennett, et al., 2009, p. 154). In the class logics of TRH, if you can 
reproduce an accepted version of a high class bodily hexis, it doesn’t matter if you are 
indoctrinated into the accreditation schemas that institutional capital affords or if you participate 
in high culture activities. Objectified capital, and its display largely through the body, trumps all 
and defines ones position in social class hierarchies. Therefore, the women of TRH are relying 
upon their wealth, which they believe positions them as part of the upper class. However, their 
attainment of a singular marker of cultural capital positions them as inauthentic members of this 
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class (Bourdieu, 1984). Although Bravo doesn’t seem to mind the women of TRH using on their 
wealth to establish their class, it does care that its audience has specific levels of education that 
translate into marketable statistics for potential advertisers, a contradiction that will be closely 
examined in a successive chapter.  
Critical Branding Studies 
 As explicated in chapter one, deconstructing Bravo and its most popular franchise to 
reveal the strategies the channel has used to evolve, adapt, and remain successful in today’s 
wildly competitive television industry is one of the three main questions that informs this work. 
Throughout the course of my dedicated engagement with the channel and the franchise, it 
became glaringly obvious that its specific branding strategies were the answer to this query. 
Although the idea that a cable channel focused on attracting a niche audience must brand itself 
accordingly is no novel concept in our digital era, Bravo’s success has always been noteworthy 
to me. In addition, to be a reality series-heavy channel, Bravo has also created a pop culture 
phenomenon in TRH franchise, made Andy Cohen more famous than any other producer-turned-
channel-personality in the television universe, and found continued success in an increasingly 
competitive environment. Its success as a niche network is noteworthy, and as such I spend 
significant time in successive chapters unpacking and analyzing, through a critical branding 
studies framework, its strategies, successes, and failures.  
 In chapter three, I argue that the branding of Bravo’s “Bravolebrities”—cast members of 
the channel turned celebrities—is crucial to the channel’s success. In her 2008 article, Sue 
Collins argues that reality television’s construction of a new kind of celebrity—ordinary people 
performing their ordinary lives—supports claims that the industry might be moving in a new 
economic direction, expanding the labor stock to include nonunionized, nonpaid contestants who 
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portray themselves while leaving unionized actors out of work. Collins also mentions that while 
these celebrities are dispensable, they still contribute to the popularity of celebrity valorization. 
The Warholian concept of everyone’s 15 minutes of fame is something Collins agrees with, 
making the claim that reality television celebrities are so dispensable they are almost never 
“absorbed into the celebrity system; rather, their celebrity currency runs out and they are 
channeled back into obscurity” (p. 89). While this is true for nearly all reality television series—
even most of American Idols’ winners have been forgotten—this is not the case for Bravo and 
TRH. In fact, the opposite has been the case for many of the women who have chosen to 
participate in the franchise. As will be explored in depth in chapter three, TRH claims two 
women who used the show as a platform to brand themselves in a way that translated into 
mainstream fame. In doing so, these women have not only made themselves into celebrities 
outside of the reality television landscape, but they have taken Bravo and TRH along for the ride, 
contributing to the channel’s overall brand by adding to its credibility and portraying the series 
as a manufacturer of entrepreneurs. Since producers of the show choose the women who will 
become cast members, it would not be a stretch to argue that the choices are strategic.  
  Producers for any reality series, including TRH, consciously cast people they believe can 
come across as extraordinary and therefore attract/keep viewers. In order to create a brand for 
themselves, cast members must stay on the show. Therefore, although it is the production team 
that initially makes the decision to cast the women, it is the women themselves who strategically 
work to create a brand that is both attractive to audiences and maintainable in the long term. This 
notion is supported in Alison Hearn’s (2007) work on the branded self when she contends, “the 
personae developed on reality television are often strategic choices made by the contestants, 
intended to persuade the camera, the producers, and the audience of the personal brand’s 
 
 
 
 54 
viability” (p. 203). Furthermore, the ways in which episodes and storylines are edited serve to 
support the brand of certain cast members. For example, Bethenny Frankel of RHNY, who will 
be discussed in depth in chapter three, has cultivated a very successful health and lifestyle brand 
called Skinnygirl. Unsurprisingly, Frankel is a very thin trained chef who is constantly shown on 
the show both using and gifting her products to her fellow cast mates. For Bravo, the fact that the 
cast members of TRH rise to stardom as a result of being cast on the show is as beneficial to 
them as the opportunity is to the women. As Hearn notes, “participants on reality 
television…function both as image entrepreneurs, as they work to produce branded versions of 
themselves, and as unpaid laborers for the networks, which reap financial reward as a result of 
lowered financial costs” (p. 203). Certainly the idea that TRH audience grows alongside the 
women’s respective customer bases is a benefit to Bravo. And while some may predict that 
women may simply use the series to build a brand and then leave, the opposite holds more truth. 
The women recognize the platform they are given as cast members on the show, and quickly 
learn the symbiotic nature of their participation in it. Frankel, for example, an original cast 
member of RHNY, left the show for three seasons in the middle of the show’s nine-year tenure, 
but decided to return and let the cameras follow her as she continues to build her empire.   
The women of TRH are crucial to the overarching Bravo brand. They are both a creation 
of the channel, and significant portion of what sustains it, which is why the franchise serves as 
the running example throughout this dissertation. While channel branding is necessary in today’s 
cluttered television landscape, the bold nature of Bravo’s strategies is noteworthy. As is 
discussed in chapter three, Bravo is different from other branded channels that have recently 
more purposefully began utilizing their audiences and programming to differentiate themselves 
from the competition (e.g., FX, AMC, Freeform). Not only is the channel deeply invested in 
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capitalizing on the economics of reality television, the explicit neoliberal and postfeminist 
ideologies portrayed across the network through race, whiteness and class—specifically in its 
most successful franchise—establish Bravo as a unique consequence of our contemporary 
moment and an intriguing case study within the modern television landscape. It is the 
intersection of the channel’s specific branding position with these ideological underpinnings that 
will be addressed in the following chapter.  
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Chapter 3: Branding by Bravo 
 
“Bravo is more than a television channel—it’s a trendsetting, multiplatform brand.” 
—Frances Berwick, NBCU President of Lifestyle Channels, 2009 
 
 When I began this project, my focus was on The Real Housewives (TRH) as a franchise 
that captured the popular culture zeitgeist, and the complexities of the gender portrayal of the 
women featured on a series billed as “reality.” As I began researching more about the franchise, 
the channel and, ultimately, television’s industrial transition, I understood the impossibility of 
talking about TRH without deconstructing the brand it represents. To fully understand the text 
itself it is necessary to understand the system that produces it. Thus, Bravo’s overall presence in 
the evolving television landscape is the focus of this chapter. 
 In the digital era17 Bravo has become a formidable cable channel gaining the recognition 
of Nielsen18 (2016) as the number one cable network for affluent and educated adults between 
the ages of 18-49. In 2016, Bravo celebrated its best year ever in digital video streams and 
Bravotv.com was rated as the number one web site for audience time spent on the site (Nielsen, 
2016). Additionally, Bravo’s flagship program, TRH, has been parodied in popular sketch 
comedy shows like Saturday Night Live (1975-present), Late Night With Jimmy Fallon (2009-
2014) and Inside Amy Schumer (2013-present); referenced in a handful of primetime and 
streaming sitcoms19; mentioned by the President Barack Obama in a national speech; and, turned 
a significant amount of the women it casts into legitimate celebrities. During this period of great 
transition where on-demand, streaming services and cord cutting threaten to redefine television, 
Bravo emerges as a strong, well-branded player whose integration of digital trends positions it as 
                                                
17 The term “digital era” refers to my own definition of our current televisual transition as stated in chapter 1. 
Continuing Amanda Lotz’s (2007) demarcation of time for historical purposes, I have labeled our present moment, 
following “post-channel”, as the “digital era”. 
18 See Appendix B for Bravo spec sheets. 
19 Some examples include:30 Rock (NBC), Difficult People (Hulu), The Comeback (HBO), Hotwives of Orlando 
(Hulu), Hotwives of Las Vegas (Hulu)   
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a pioneer among its peers. As recently as 2014, Bravo was ranked 11th in the “Top Primetime 
[Cable] Channels”, behind heavy hitters like ESPN and AMC, but in front of many of its peers 
(Food Channel, Lifetime, TLC) (Kissell, 2015).  
After Bravo’s acquisition by NBC Universal in 2002, the channel transitioned from its 
original fine and theatrical arts focus of the 1980s and 1990s to a neoliberal-era channel focused 
on five brand pillars: food, fashion, beauty, design and pop culture. Although the channel 
revolves around lifestyle tenants, Bravo does not fit neatly into the category of “lifestyle 
network.” As defined by Alicia Kozma (2013), lifestyle networks20 are “a televisual space where 
audiences can learn how to create and sustain a specifically cultured and classed outward 
manifestation of a private lifestyle” (p. 6). Specifically, instructional lifestyle television programs 
instruct viewers “how to” do something (i.e., cook, garden, decorate); and, lifestyle networks aim 
to capitalize on the audience’s genuine desire to acquire and perform a certain classed lifestyle 
through its lifestyle education programming and the products it sells (Kozma, 2013).  
Bravo, on the other hand, does not offer any explicitly instructional lifestyle 
programming. Instead, its programming invites two types of audiences—those who possess 
genuine admiration for the cast members, and those watching ironically with no to little interest 
in the lifestyle the channel portrays—both of which are described in this chapter. Thus I 
cautiously refrain from labeling Bravo’s programming as lifestyle TV and instead highlight the 
programming as generally focused on lifestyle tenants (food, fashion, beauty, design, pop 
culture) through a variety of original reality series. While I argue in the next chapter that the 
channel’s flagship TRH franchise can be classified as neoliberal postfeminist programming, I do 
not extend that argument to the breadth of Bravo’s programming.  
                                                
20 In 2015, NBC Universal created a “lifestyle networks” group that includes Bravo, E!, Oxgyen and Lifetime 
(Poggi, 2015). This classification was given to the channels because they were grouped together under new 
leadership and does not reflect the type of programming Bravo produces.   
 
 
 
 58 
If not a lifestyle network, what is it that truly makes Bravo different from other channels, 
and what has given it the ability to continually adapt in the digital era? Bravo is a niche channel 
that combines the centrality of the segmented audience, which was well established in the multi-
channel era, with modern trends like the increasing technological integration between television 
and the social media sphere. Although other cable channels have implemented digital strategies, 
few have been as dedicated as Bravo to the formulation of a digital strategy that places its 
audience as a distinct and significant player within its overall branded universe. Furthermore, 
few channels have made the effort to be a leader in the area of digital offerings the way Bravo 
has in the digital era. In this chapter, I lay out the aspects of Bravo’s brand strategies that 
establish the channel’s constantly evolving strategy to stay competitive and relevant in today’s 
evolving television industry. The channel’s achievements are a direct result of what I define as 
the Bravo basics: 1) Andy Cohen and WWHL; 2) the Affluencers; 3) what the channel refers to 
as Bravolebrities (Bravo-made celebrities); 4) the “By Bravo” tagline; and 5) digital initiatives. 
What follows is an expansion of these five points and how they work in tandem to create a 
“trendsetting, multiplatform brand” (Bravotv.com, 2009).  
Andy Cohen and Watch What Happens Live! 
 While aspects of Bravo’s success are similar to those of other cable channels, such as the 
implementation of a tagline and an embrace of technology/social media, former channel 
executive turned brand icon and late night talk show host Andy Cohen is completely unique. No 
other network executive, expect for Oprah Winfrey, has had the popular on-air presence that 
Cohen performs for fans of the channel. No other cable, broadcast or premium channel today has 
an “Andy Cohen,” and he is most assuredly one of the most integral facets of Bravo’s brand. As 
an openly-gay man, Cohen teases that part of his popularity on Bravo comes from playing the 
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part of a stereotypical gay man: “Every woman needs a gay best friend to hang out with. I play 
that role” (Grover, 2011).  
Cohen’s identity as the only openly gay talk show host in America also provides him 
with a cover to make and ask otherwise inappropriate, forward, and even offensive comments 
and questions. Seen as less threatening to since he is not interested in the women in a sexual way, 
Cohen leverages his identity to encourage cast members to speak to him as if he were ‘one of the 
girls’. For example, Cohen consistently comments on cast members’ appearances—from 
complimenting their breasts to asking if they’ve recently lost weight or had plastic surgery—and 
is never met with resistance. I highlight this type of interaction because it reflects yet another 
way in which Cohen is unlike any other host on television. It is hard to imagine other late night 
hosts like Jimmy Kimmel, Jimmy Fallon, or Seth Myers complimenting a guest’s breasts or 
asking about plastic surgery procedures. Self-identified heterosexual men would not be able to 
say or ask those types of things without accusations of sexism and harassment. In many ways, 
Cohen’s persona as a gay man brings a different level of intimacy to his conversation with the 
cast members of TRH, both on WWHL and on reunion episodes.  
Proving his celebrity outside the Bravo universe, Cohen has appeared as himself on 
various television comedies (HBO’s The Comeback, Hulu’s Difficult People), been impersonated 
on Saturday Night Live (1975-present), made the cover of numerous magazines, been a guest 
editor for Entertainment Weekly, published two best selling memoirs, and started his own Sirius 
XM radio channel which debuted in Fall 2015 (Oldenburg, 2015). Although Cohen stepped 
down from his position as head of development for Bravo in 2013 to form his own production 
company (Most Talkative), he maintains his presence on the network as the host of WWHL and 
the executive producer for all iterations of TRH. 
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Beginning his career at CBS, first as an intern, then a news clerk, and working his way up 
to a senior producer, Cohen wanted to end up in front of the camera, but never thought it was in 
the cards. In 2000, Cohen left CBS to become now defunct niche cable channel Trio’s Vice 
President of Original Programming, moving on to Bravo in 2005 as a producer just as the 
channel was seguing to a full fledged, reality series-dominated channel. During his first year at 
Bravo, while overseeing production on shows like Top Chef and Project Runway (Stelter, 2009), 
Cohen and President Frances Berwick were pitched an idea for a reality series about wealthy 
women in Orange County, California living in a gated community. The show was filmed with 
the working title, Behind the Gates, but Cohen and Berwick decided to change it to The Real 
Housewives of Orange County at the last minute, in part to play off the success of ABC’s 
Desperate Housewives (2004-2012). Because Berwick is simply less of a celebrity than Cohen, 
popular press often credits Cohen with being the “creator” of the franchise that in many ways, 
together with Top Chef, remains the life’s blood of Bravo.  
 In addition to his production duties at Bravo during his early years, Cohen also started 
writing a blog aptly titled, “Andy’s Blog” where he would speak from the perspective of both an 
executive and a “plugged-in urban viewer’s” (Stelter, 2009). As a middle-aged, openly gay, 
urban, tech savvy, educated, pop culture-obsessed man, Cohen is essentially the consummate 
Affluencer, both on paper and on screen. On behalf of Bravo, Cohen’s persona and presence 
serve as a prime exemplar of the Affluencer advertisers believe the channel attracts, which only 
further cultivates the brand. With more than 1.4 million Twitter followers, Cohen’s social media 
popularity exceeds the majority of the Bravo cast members thereby granting him the “influence” 
necessary to be a model Affluencer and effective face of the channel.  
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While his rise in celebrity didn’t happen overnight, it didn’t take long for Bravo to 
recognize his potential and move him in front of the camera. Following the success of Cohen’s 
blog, and because NBCU executive Lauren Zalaznick knew Cohen had a desire to be in front of 
the camera, she asked him to host a companion Web series for Top Chef. Eventually Cohen’s 
success with the Web series led to him hosting the highly rated reunion shows for TRH series. In 
July of 2009, Watch What Happens Live! hosted by Cohen himself debuted once a week 
Thursday evenings.  
Today, WWHL, currently in its ninth (6-month) season, is the only live, late-night, 
interactive talk show of its kind. Modeled after Cohen’s own apartment den, WWHL is made up 
of campy games Cohen and his staff design, bookend segments through which he editorializes 
popular culture, some of the most casual and unique celebrity interviews on television, and a 
nightly drinking game. In fact, the overall vibe of WWHL is campy, as is Cohen’s persona as he 
interacts with and mediates the channel’s programming. As Susan Sontag (1964) defines camp, it 
is an aesthetic that creates “a vision of the world in terms of style—but a particular kind of style. 
It is the love of the exaggerated, the ‘off,’ of things-being-what-they-are-not.” Even TRH, with 
its over-the-top personalities and editorial techniques that let viewers ‘in’ on the joke portrays a 
certain camp aesthetic which is only emphasized via Cohen and WWHL. Guests of the show 
include Bravolebrities from almost every program the channel produces, as well as contemporary 
celebrities from Saturday Night Live cast members to A-listers like Sarah Jessica Parker and 
Jerry Seinfeld. Starting out as a once-a-week program, moving to two nights per week, and 
ultimately achieving five nights per week in its fifth season (January 2012), the show has become 
a hit among viewers, especially with adults between the ages of 18-49, the most highly coveted 
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advertising demographic (Carter, 2011). Today, the program, which airs live at 11 p.m. EST, 
follows the primetime airing of the channel’s most popular shows nearly all year round. 
Produced live from a SoHo studio in Manhattan, New York and dubbed by Cohen as the 
“Bravo Clubhouse,” WWHL interacts live with its viewers (in Eastern and Central time zones) 
via phone calls and social media, something none of the other pre-recorded late night shows can 
do. Since it is only a half-hour program, WWHL does not feature the typical late night opening 
monologue, but does provide all its viewers with more RTV stars than any other late-night 
program. Also speaking to its uniqueness, WWHL features an on-set bar that serves guests, 
audience members and Cohen during the show. Driven by viewer questions submitted via 
Twitter, Facebook and live, on-air phone calls, the show is in a digitally interactive class by 
itself. Supplemental to the phone calls and tweets, viewers’ opinions are acknowledged in 
almost-real-time via nightly poll questions inquiring on everything from whose dress was most 
glamorous to which housewife you’d rather have as your mother. Consistently reminding 
viewers at the start or close of each segment to “vote in the poll” via text, Cohen reveals the 
results of at the end of the program. Additionally, beginning in the 2014 season, Bravo has added 
a live, streaming WWHL “After Show” only available through the channel’s Web site.  
WWHL not only exists to promote the channel and its programming, but also works to 
establish Cohen as a Bravolebrity leading the Affluencer audience. Cohen serves as the 
gatekeeper on the show by filtering the majority of audience questions (except live phone calls 
which are vetted by producers). Furthermore, as he has mentioned numerous times on his show, 
viewers expect Cohen to ask the questions audiences want to know the answers to; he is their 
mouthpiece. The show prides itself on being unique from other late night talk show 
conversations and content because of its live broadcast and interactive audience features.  
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Cohen’s sexuality combined with the trendy, modern vibe of the Bravo brands allow him 
to ‘get away’ with a lot when dealing with women celebrities generally, and TRH cast members 
specifically. While Cohen is not a trained talk show host, he has proven to be an expert when it 
comes to coaxing salacious details and stories out of his guests. For first-time guests of the 
Clubhouse, Cohen plays a sort of campy initiation game called “Plead the Fifth” wherein the 
celebrity is asked a total of three questions and can only “plead the fifth” (chose not to answer) to 
one. The three questions are inevitably juicy, edgy and borderline embarrassing for the guest, 
exciting to viewers, and amusing to Cohen. Part of what makes Cohen likeable, or at least 
interesting enough to watch, is that he seems to be just as genuinely invested in each guest and 
each plot line of each series as the viewers. He seems to not only share in the enthusiasm of pop 
culture that viewers have, but he is in the unique position to do something about it—to ask the 
questions every audience member wishes they could.  
Cohen acts as a mouthpiece for the viewers, making his celebrity and Bravolebrity guests 
accessible to the Affluencer audience through non-traditional interviews and games. Usually 
featuring titles that rhyme, the games designed by Cohen’s staff are lighthearted, silly, and fun. 
Co-Executive Producer John Jude describes the methodology behind the games and provides an 
example:  
“One way we come up with a game is we try to come up with something that capitalizes 
on a talent that a guest has, or a twist on the project that they are promoting, or a twist on 
something they’ve done in the past that we’re all kind of obsessed with. An example of 
this would be when we had Neil Patrick Harris on. He does everything—he hosts shows, 
he’s on Broadway, he does web videos, he basically can do it all. So we played ‘What 
Can’t Neil Patrick Harris Do?’ which was basically just a way for him to jump through 
hoops for us” (Strecker, 2013). 
 
Both guests and Cohen appear to be having fun playing the games, which ultimately adds to the 
casual and intimate tone of the show. Complementing the campy games played on the show, 
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Cohen is known for asking untraditional, sometimes uncomfortable questions outside of ‘Plead 
the Fifth’. For example, with women guests, he will often ask about plastic surgery they have 
had; whether or not they have ever been with a woman sexually, which he refers to as 
“swimming in the lady pond”; or about juicy details regarding former co-stars or partners (e.g., 
penis size, if they were good kissers, who was a difficult to work with, etc.). Due in large part to 
the unique interactive discussions and viewer questions, Cohen’s guests are forced to give 
answers that while not earth-shattering are not the typical promotional rehearsed sound bites 
usually reserved for talk show appearances. Instead, guests often end up revealing random 
intimate facts about themselves or their famous friends/co-workers that quickly become gossip 
headlines and tweets the next day. As an example, when actress Susan Sarandon was a guest on 
WWHL in 2013 and played ‘Plead the Fifth,’ she admitted to showing up stoned to almost every 
major Hollywood event, including award ceremonies (Rivera, 2013). The next day the story was 
picked up by many publications including The Daily Mail, US Magazine, PerezHilton.com, and 
The Today Show’s Web site, today.com. In many ways, Cohen’s interview style and the show’s 
casual environment provide a non-traditional space where celebrities can, and usually do, show 
different sides of their personalities. As Cohen reveals:  
“[Watch What Happens Live! is] more fun! It’s the only live show on late night in 
America, it’s totally spontaneous and there’s something really dangerous about it. These 
huge stars come on and feel like they’re not really on TV because it’s in this teeny little 
room and we just get them to reveal crazy shit about themselves” (Kelly, 2015). 
 
While sipping (real) cocktails on air, playing ridiculous games, and answering live viewer calls, 
celebrities have the opportunity to show a sense of humor, ability to improvise on live television, 
and share stories about themselves that would not appear in a typical network talk show. Because 
WWHL airs on Bravo, a niche cable channel, the show has fewer restrictions than talk shows on 
fully ad-supported broadcast channels. Cohen’s fan boy enthusiasm and the show’s open bar 
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(highly unlikely on broadcast channels) help to put guests at ease and keep the conversation 
flowing, creating an environment unlike any other talk show.   
In addition to allowing viewers to interact with their favorite celebrities and Bravo cast 
members, WWHL provides updates to the current rotation of programming, which are usually 
filmed 6 months to a year prior to being broadcast. For example, fans can find out if a given 
housewife is still dating someone, still friends with someone, or still planning to legally sue 
someone. In this way, Bravo offers yet another way, in addition to its social media presence, for 
fans to stay up to date with every detail of Bravolebrities’ lives.  
Complimenting both his on-air persona and the Bravo brand, Cohen is highly accessible 
to Bravo fans via a strong social media presence on Twitter, Instagram and Facebook. Seeming 
to run his own accounts—a responsibility usually reserved for staff—Cohen interacts directly 
with fans allowing him to always have a finger on the pulse of what viewers like, don’t like, 
react to, and seem to ignore. Surely he has help in this department, his assistants and employees 
of the show no doubt gather data and questions for him to ask during the show, which he makes 
no secret of. Still, Cohen comes across as having firsthand knowledge of general viewer 
consensus regarding everything from casting choices to storylines. At this point, Cohen has 
become more of a Bravolebrity than an executive or producer with fans increasingly wanting to 
know more about him and his personal life. In early 2013, Cohen’s assistant Daryn Carp decided 
to take viewer-submitted questions via Twitter pertaining to Cohen. Carp later made a Web 
series out of the Q&A called “Ask Andy” where “Andy Cohen sits down, gets candid, and gives 
us the answers we all wanna know” (Bravotv.com). Beginning as a somewhat inconsistently 
produced project, “Ask Andy” now releases new 5-minute episodes almost weekly. Finally, 
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Bravo has started using some of its biggest stars to film the online segment “Turn the Table,” 
one-on-one interviews with Cohen which are posted exclusively on Bravo’s YouTube channel21.  
In addition to Cohen’s growing popularity and the show’s continued success, WWHL has 
is taking shape as a formidable opponent to other much bigger budget shows on network 
channels. For example, WWHL attracts a high caliber of celebrity guests such as Lady Gaga, 
Cher, and Oprah; and, the program continually attracts a large amount of coverage on popular 
gossip sites such as PerezHilton.com, TMZ.com, EW.com (Entertainment Weekly), 
TVguide.com, USMagazine.com, Jezebel.com, and Vulture.com.   
 In November 2013, Cohen stepped down from his position as Bravo’s Executive Vice 
President of Programming and Development and began his own production company, Most 
Talkative. Still serving as an Executive Producer on all TRH cities as well as WWHL, Cohen is 
still an integral and significant piece of the Bravo puzzle. In addition to his work as a producer 
and host, Cohen is also a successful author and has released two New York Times best selling 
memoirs. The first released in 2012 and titled Most Talkative: Stories from the Front Lines of 
Pop Culture, chronicles his career from intern to Bravo executive, and highlights his experience 
growing up as a gay man in the Midwest; his relationship with his parents; and, his obsession 
with Susan Lucci. His second, The Andy Cohen Diaries: A Deep Look at a Shallow Year released 
in November 2014 was inspired by Andy Warhol’s The Andy Warhol Diaries. According to 
Cohen, just as Warhol’s diary served as a pop culture time capsule for its time, so too does his 
book, which is an almost day-by-day account of his life during the span of one year, including 
where he’s eating and drinking; who he’s fighting with; who he’s dating; and traces his love 
affair with his adopted dog Wacha who also appears nightly on WWHL. By any and all accounts, 
                                                
21 Bravo’s YouTube channel is found at: https://www.youtube.com/user/VideoByBravo.  
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Cohen is one of the brightest stars in the Bravo galaxy, and unique in the greater contemporary 
television universe.  
The Affluencers 
As Dallas Smythe contends in On the Audience Commodity and its Work, we cannot 
ignore “the role of demand management by monopoly capitalism and the role of the mass media 
in producing the marketing agent (the audience) for it” (1981, p. 231.) Even prior to cable 
technology and an abundance of competitive channels, Smythe understood the importance of the 
audience within the political economy of mass media, as well as the dynamic role the media play 
in the larger capitalist system. In an environment where the competition for advertising dollars is 
more difficult given the growth in and popularity of on-demand streaming options like 
network/channel Web sites and Hulu/Hulu Plus (Steel, 2016). Establishing a definitive brand and 
a clearly defined segmented audience is imperative for the long-term success of a channel.  
To continue producing original programming, Bravo must receive advertising support 
beyond the nominal per-subscription fees it receives from being part of cable providers’ channel 
packages22. In order to attract advertisers, Bravo—along with all other cable channels—must 
identify its specific audience and package it in a way that encourages advertisers to purchase 
airtime. Despite subscription fees as a source of income, cable channels still depend on the 
model of commercialized television that began with the “big three” broadcast networks (Mittell, 
2010). The difference between broadcast networks and cable channels then is that while 
broadcast networks aim content at the largest possible audience attracting mass-appeal 
advertisers, cable channels seek out a segmented audience and complementary advertisers whose 
goal it is to reach that niche cohort. As Smythe (1981) reminds us when advertisers purchase 
                                                
22 As one of the more costly cable channels, Bravo’s per-subscriber fee is $0.25 (Kieler, 2014).  
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time on a given channel, they are purchasing a specific group of viewers assumed to be engaged 
with particular programs in predictable numbers. Advertisers are purchasing the audience 
commodity. Therefore, despite the many changes the television industry has seen since its 
inception, the commercialization of television and the need for cable channels to identify their 
audience commodities remain constant.  
In 2007, Bravo partnered with Leiberman Research Worldwide23 to execute a 
comprehensive analysis to better profile the key psychographic segments of viewers and 
officially define the channel’s audience. Already internally confident it was attracting affluent 
viewers to its programming, Bravo lacked the official market research it needed to attract 
advertising dollars and justify investing in costly initiatives tailored to a specified type of viewer 
(Lieberman summary, 2009). Through ethnographic and focus-group-based qualitative research, 
three high-opportunity segments within the 18-49 year-old demographic category were identified 
and internally labeled in the report as follows: 
• Wills and Graces: Predominantly female and gay men, metropolitan, often single, 
professional and trendy. They are trendsetters themselves (less likely to follow TV 
trends), especially in the areas of fashion, beauty, style and pop culture. They are 
more likely than average to be brand conscious and look for expert opinions on 
trends. They are friend-focused, out-of-home focused, and like to have a good time.  
• PTA Trendsetters: Predominantly female, have metropolitan aspirations, more likely 
to have children, and be heavy TV viewers. They watch TV to find out about 
everything new and hot to talk about with their friends and family. They are also tech 
savvy and love to have the latest gadgets—especially those that help them stay in 
close touch with friends. PTA trendsetters are always looking for new ways to 
improve their home.  
• Metro-Climbers: More likely to be male, urban and professional. They have an over 
representation of GLBT. They enjoy competition and comedy programs, and are 
active and influential TV viewers, preferring to be engaged with programs through 
things like polls. Metro-Climbers are very career focused and are looking to move up 
in the world.  
 
                                                
23 In 2009, Lieberman Research Worldwide received an award for its work with Bravo. A summary of the honor 
can be found in Appendix D.  
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From these three segments, Bravo identified the basic tendencies of its viewers; honed in on 
viewing preferences; and, identified the most marketable characteristics of an audience now 
dubbed by the channel as “The Affluencers.”  
Armed with impressive results, Bravo launched a campaign (which ran from April to 
June in 2008) to introduce the Affluencers to advertisers: an interactive road show;24 a 
comprehensive print campaign; a dedicated trade Web site called affluencers.com; an 80-page 
Affluencer magazine that communicated the “Affluencer Effect;” and, outdoor advertisements. 
Following the campaign, Bravo’s adult audience between the ages of 18-49 grew by 34% to 
332,000, web traffic increased 245%, viewers were voting by the hundreds of thousands, and 
Nielsen was reporting that Bravo had the highest concentration of adults in the 18-49 making 
more than $100k. In short, based on the research and campaign results, Bravo was holding the 
attention of cable television’s most affluent, educated, culturally influential, and engaged 
audience. 
Combining the words “affluent” and “influencer,” the Affluencers are seen as an 
audience with a great deal of cultural capital, as affluent individuals capable of influencing 
others’ consumptive practices (Copple Smith, 2012). Cultural capital, referring to non-financial 
assets that promote social mobility, can include level of education, physical appearance 
(fashion), or even affiliation with popular or desirable trends (Bourdieu, 1986). According to the 
research, the viewers tuning in to Bravo have more purchasing power than the average consumer 
(higher incomes); they are brand loyal and trend conscious; and, perhaps most importantly, they 
are technologically savvy. Having means and access to purchase personal technology, the 
                                                
24 According to the Lieberman Summary located in Appendix D, the interactive road show literally brought the 
Affluencers to life using actors to portray the Bravo Affluencers in order to demonstrate the kind of consumers they 
were and how they could benefit advertisers’ brands. 
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Affluencers are reliable early adopters who use personal technology like tablets and smart 
phones to enhance and extend their personal, social experience.   
A promotional magazine aptly called Bravo Affluencer, “depicted on its cover two 
quintessential affluent influencers: an attractive man and woman, both in their late 20s, shopping 
bags and P.D.A.’s in hand, passports visible in pockets, dressed casually but stylishly, looking 
savvy, plugged in, on top of it” (Dominus, 2008). And while it wasn’t explicitly part of the 
campaign, it is clear from the examples of advertisements, (see fig. 1 and 2) that the Affluencers 
are not only trendy and educated, but that they are also white. Ideologically, the models embody 
good neoliberal consumers whose appearance is aligned with mainstream beauty standards. The 
audience research results from Leiberman combined with Nielsen’s rankings provided Bravo 
with exactly what they needed to sell their brand—and their audience—to prospective 
advertisers.  
 
Figure 1   Figure 2 
 
Because Affluences are “plugged in,” (i.e., they have access to mobile technology and 
use it to engage socially) the market research and Nielsen’s rankings led Bravo to conclude that 
efforts encouraging the audience to continue engagement with programming content online 
would be well received by its audiences. In other words, Bravo saw compelling evidence to 
suggest the implementation of digital strategies would be successful. Thusly, Bravo’s “always 
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on” mantra through which the channel advertises its dedication to keeping the attention of its 
audience beyond and outside of traditional programming lineups was born: “even when the TV is 
off, Bravo keeps it’s audience turned on” (Bravotv.com). Whether it’s the channel’s web site, 
mobile phone app, Twitter, Facebook, or Instagram, Bravo wants a presence that can pull people 
into the cultural discussion and debate around its programs at any time, anywhere they may be. 
This “always on” marketing tool, while in line with the digital age, creates a specific and 
unspoken requirement for Bravo’s viewers—they are required to be affluent and technologically 
savvy to be completely engaged with the opportunities for interactivity the channel touts.  
For one, in order to watch Bravo’s programming, viewers must have at least a basic cable 
subscription costing an average of $64 per month (Zara, 2014). Additionally, during a time when 
all broadcasters and some cable channels are offering current and past programming either 
through a streaming service or via their Web site, Bravo is notoriously difficult to access on 
demand. Outside of years-old seasons of select iterations of TRH available on Hulu, and an 
extremely limited, unpredictable and irregularly updated catalog of current programming 
available through its Web site, Bravo is uninterested in an audience who can’t afford (literally 
and figuratively) to watch its programming either live or via DVR. Second, Bravo’s Web site—
the hub where many of its digital initiatives are born and/or supported—requires a high-speed 
Internet connection to function seamlessly. If you are not using a high-quality Internet 
connection, Bravo’s site takes tens of seconds to load (an eternity in the world wide web), 
sometimes freezes, and almost never plays any type of media file without pausing to buffer. 
Although no Internet speed is specified, in the “Frequently Asked Questions” section of Bravo’s 
Web site, viewers are instructed to have “an active high-speed or wireless Internet connection” to 
access the site’s content. Third and most obviously all of Bravo’s digital initiatives, which will 
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be discussed in detail below, require the possession of a smart phone or tablet to be utilized in 
the manner they are intended (while watching TV, while commuting, etc.). Of course Bravo 
assumes its Affluencers are in possession of all these things—a cable subscription, a high-speed 
Internet connection, and a mobile device that can be used for social media—and in fact has 
designed its entire brand around these expectations.     
In addition to its online strategies, Erin Copple Smith (2012) astutely observes that 
Bravo’s cross-promotion tactics and tailored reality programming play a significant role in 
discursively constructing and attracting the Affluencer audience. She argues having cast 
members from one series either appear on another series or promote a series in short clips shown 
during commercial breaks helps to define the audience and to “cultivate an environment which 
suggests both continuity and camaraderie within and among the channel’s stars and series” 
(Copple Smith, 2012, p. 293). For example, she cites Flipping Out stars Jeff Lewis’ and Jenni 
Pulos’ appearance as guest judges on Top Chef and RHOC cast members’ appearance on the 
makeover series Shear Genius.  
According to Copple Smith, these cross-promotional appearances encourage viewers to 
be “in-the-know” by watching more of Bravo’s programs. Copple Smith also calls out the 
channel’s unique talk show, WWHL, as Bravo’s ultimate cross-promotional vehicles, effectively 
advertising and profiling all programming and talent. She argues that through Bravo’s lineup of 
almost-all reality docuseries, the audience is further defined and cultivated for the purpose of 
attracting advertisers:   
Bravo’s strategy has been to display these prototypic affluencers within the channel’s 
series in an effort to reinforce this particular construction of the audience. The affluencer 
can be seen throughout Bravo’s lineup—from the Real Housewives to Top Chef judge 
(and Food & Wine magazine manager) Gail Simmons to Millionaire Matchmaker Patti 
Stanger. These are all educated women with relative degrees of professional success and 
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are rather uncritically presented as possessing excellent—or at least expensive—taste 
(Copple Smith, 2012, p. 292).  
 
In essence, Bravo’s various programs feature Affluencers who will ideally attract similar 
audiences to tune in. While I agree with Copple Smith’s observation that Bravo strategically 
projects the characteristics of the audience it claims to attract, I also argue the channel’s 
programming attracts a certain type of advertiser and a different but specific type of audience 
member. While the channel aims to gain advertising dollars by aggressively showcasing an 
educated, affluent, and trendy audience, Bravo is also intentionally targeting a very different 
viewer—a distinctly less marketable audience segment I call the Aspiring Affluencers. 
Aspiring Affluencers  
Different from the lucratively branded category of consumers the Affluencer reflects, 
Bravo is also dependent on the Aspiring Affluencers—viewers who fine the lifestyle the channel 
portrays in its programming desirable. That is not to say that the Aspiring Affluencers don’t fit 
into the categories Bravo says its Affluencers are made up of (i.e., tech savvy, educated, engaged 
with popular culture, career-driven), but rather that the Aspiring Affluencers don’t effortlessly fit 
the idyllic (and perhaps ultimately unattainable) version of the successful modern Affluencer 
Bravo brands as its channel’s audience. Instead, the Aspiring Affluencers are tech savvy with an 
interest in pop culture and possess the privilege and access but ultimately aspire to be—or appear 
to be—more affluent than they actually are. There is a major difference between what Bravo 
promotes as its audience and what it actually knows to be true about its audience. Contrary to the 
belief that the channel’s viewers are societal and community leaders in pop culture, trends, and 
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consumption habits, I argue that the majority of the channel’s viewers, the Aspiring Affluencers, 
are in fact guided “By Bravo”25 and its celebrities in its desire to become an Affluencer.  
Furthermore, a second subset of the Affluencers exist, the Anti-Affluencers—those who 
“aspire” to be nothing like the cast members they see on Bravo’s programs, who watch ironically 
with the purpose of making fun of the cast members, and view the series as nothing more than 
pure entertainment. This cohort of viewers, although not marketed to in the same way the 
Aspiring Affluencers, are certainly welcome by Bravo, as manifested through Cohen and the 
editorial “Bravo Wink.”  
This idea that Bravo seeks to attract the Aspiring Affluencers is supported by the fact that 
almost any product Andy Cohen endorses (WWHL paraphernalia) or a housewife creates 
(autobiographical/self-help books, nail polish, clothing lines, etc.) becomes a best seller, boosting 
the channel and the women to popular and entrepreneurial success. On more than one occasion 
when Cohen has advertised a product during WWHL and I have gone online to see how much it 
cost a day or two later, the product is sold out. From cocktail glasses with Cohen’s silhouette to 
women’s underwear that have the “The Real Housewives” embroidered in rhinestones, almost 
anything Bravo can dream up sells. Bethenny Frankel, a cast member on The Real Housewives of 
New York for example, has made hundreds of millions of dollars selling her signature “Skinny 
Girl Margarita” (Casserly, 2011a). In addition to her cocktail achievements, Frankel has also 
landed on the New York Times best sellers list with her self-help books including Naturally Thin 
(2009) and Skinny Girl Solutions (2013). Joining her on the best sellers list is Theresa Giudice of 
RHNJ with her Italian cookbooks, Skinny Italian (2010) and Fabulicious: Fast & Fit (2011) 
(Storey, 2014).  
                                                
25 The “By Bravo” tagline will be discussed later in this chapter.  
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Watching Bravo’s programming lineup for any extended period of time will quickly 
reveal two significant indicators that the Anti-Affluencers are part of Bravo’s target audience. 
First, Andy Cohen’s sarcastic, ruthless commentary on WWHL, reunion shows, and press 
interviews26 that convey neither he nor the channel take the cast members seriously or view them 
as consummate Affluencers. Poking fun of the women’s relationships with each other or even 
their spouses, Cohen often airs clip montages on WWHL where arguments are remixed and 
reduced to comedic portrayals of otherwise very emotional on-screen moments. Furthermore, 
Cohen encourages satirical imitations of the housewives that mock their personalities and 
eccentricities. For example, in a popular Saturday Night Live skit27, Cohen enthusiastically 
played himself regulating faux housewives (SNL cast members) during a mock reunion episode. 
Additionally, comedian Amy Phillips creates clips of herself impersonating popular cast 
members that are featured on the Bravo YouTube channel, which Cohen promotes on WWHL 
and through his personal social media accounts. Second, the editing techniques of all the 
production companies commissioned to create the various cities of TRH make it clear that the 
portrayal of the women is intentional. For example, editors take advantage of opportunities to 
prove a cast member wrong by intercutting contradictory flashbacks. As Cohen confirms, “We 
do something with the editing that’s called the “Bravo wink” ... [a character might say] ‘I’m the 
healthiest person in the world’ and then you see them ashing their cigarette” (Turner, 2009). 
Editors also make less obvious “winks” where they leave it up to the audience to judge the 
behavior by lingering on a shot, or letting a scene play out longer than it needs to (Rosenblum, 
2010). It is obvious to anyone who watches an episode of TRH that Bravo presents the series as 
                                                
26 Examples of Cohen’s commentary on TRH are discussed in chapter four.   
27 “The Real Women of SNL” skit aired in 2010: http://www.nbc.com/saturday-night-live/video/women-of-snl---
real-housewives-open/n12845 
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absurdly “real”, often portraying the women as frivolous, emotionally unstable, superficial, and 
out of touch with reality28, a view of the cast members the Anti-Affluencers share.  
Regardless of which of the two sub-categories the majority of Bravo’s audience falls 
into—the Aspiring Affluencers or the Anti-Affluencers—the channel only brands one specific, 
idealized version of its Affluencer audience to potential advertisers, an audience I argue they 
don’t actually possess, at least not in the volume they claim. Instead the only authentic 
Affluencers, as described and marketed by the channel, are cast members and potential cast 
members. As Copple-Smith (2012) observes, Affluencers are truly embodied in the cast 
members across Bravo’s programming. In many ways, becoming a “Bravolebrity” (the 
network’s term for celebrities that have originated in its original series) is the ultimate success 
for a true Affluencer, an achievement several cast members of TRH have attained.  
Bravolebrities: Bethenny and Nene, A Case Study 
It is no surprise that producers of reality programs cast people with strong personalities 
who they believe will create drama either purposefully or as a byproduct of their actions. In fact, 
in many one-on-one interviews and “Ask Andy” segments, Cohen has made no secret of the fact 
that he and the other executives make a habit of choosing the most opinionated and strong willed 
women to be part of the TRH franchise. Surely the casting choices made are in large part to drive 
drama and create usable footage.29 However, choosing women who represent the Bravo brand—
through their ability to perpetuate the Affluencer image to advertisers and to attract the Aspiring 
Affluencer—is equally important. As Hearn (2007) notes, “Branding is a distinct form of 
marketing practice, intended to link products and services with resonant cultural meanings 
through the use of narratives and images.” The women cast in TRH are shown living their “real” 
                                                
28 The way cast members are represented on TRH is further discussed in chapter four through a thematic analysis. 
29 The types of narratives and storylines presented in TRH are addressed in chapter four. 
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privileged and luxurious lives while Bravo links their desirable traits with its own neoliberal 
brand via a channel-approved edited narrative that its Aspiring Affluencer audience resonates 
with and/or is inspired by.  
Since the debut of RHOC in 2006, more than 60 women have participated across the 
various city series and seasons of TRH (Reid et al., 2014). There have been many who have 
fallen through the cracks due to re-casting or a cancellation of their city, but Bravo has 
maintained a strong cohort of women in its current lineup who have seen great success within 
and outside of the series they appear on. From the original series, RHOC, Vicki Gunvalson is the 
franchise’s only remaining original member who has participated in all 10 seasons of Orange 
County. Affectionately referred to by Cohen as “the OG of the OC” (OG = original gangster), 
Gunvalson has used her presence on the series to build and promote her insurance business. She 
has also written a book, More Than a Housewife (2009), which focuses on her entrepreneurial 
successes and how readers can achieve similar accomplishments. With a chapter titled “Pushing 
Through: Creating Affluence,” Gunvalson’s book explicitly supports the neoliberal and 
entrepreneurial narrative Bravo promotes through its programming and the women it casts. 
Perhaps the two most influential housewives, however, that have successfully extended their 
celebrity far beyond the realm of Bravo and infiltrated popular culture in their own right are 
Bethenny Frankel and Nene Leakes.  
Appearing on the premiere season of RHNY in 2008, Frankel was the only member of the 
original New York cast to appear as a non-married, non-housewife with no children. However, 
her no-nonsense, witty demeanor quickly made her a fan favorite and before the first season was 
finished airing she was well on her way to becoming the most successful Bravolebrity in the 
channel’s history. Trained as a natural foods chef and a self-proclaimed “skinny girl”, Frankel 
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debuted her favorite signature cocktail, the skinny girl margarita30 while at a dinner with co-star, 
LuAnn de Lesseps. Fans began showing interest in the “skinny girl margarita” and Frankel 
decided to bottle and sell it. By 2011, Frankel had sold her Skinnygirl Cocktail line to the 
world’s fourth-largest spirits distributor, Beam Global, for a reported $120 million (Bruce, 2011) 
and landed the cover of Forbes magazine (see Figure 3). Today the brand includes an entire line 
of alcohol (cocktails and wine), a plethora of food and wellness products from salad dressing to 
daily nutrition bars, shapewear, workout DVDs, diet cleanses, and weight-loss supplements. 
Outside of the Skinnygirl brand, Frankel is a published author including numerous self-
help/advice books and a children’s book; a former host of a short-lived self-titled talk show 
produced by Ellen Degeneres; and, a reality star who has appeared on RHNY and her own spin 
offs, Bethenny Getting Married? and Bethenny Ever After as well as ABC’s Skating With the 
Stars. In between her start with Bravo in 2008 and now, Frankel has gotten married, had a child, 
filed for divorce, left RHNY and returned. Frankel has never hid the fact that she uses her 
position as a cast member to sell her products thus making her brand transparent to audiences. As 
Cohen observes, “You’re seeing her go through the process of developing a product and doing 
appearances for that product at the same time as you’re seeing her go through her personal life. It 
allows a rooting interest in what happens to this person and this person’s success” (Casserly, 
2011b). Of course Bravo also benefits from interest in Frankel’s success and products as it draws 
more viewers to the series and ultimately the channel. For Cohen and Bravo, Frankel is one of 
the biggest accomplishments and its strongest brand representative. A sharp-shooting, driven, 
attractive, emotional entrepreneur, Frankel inspires the Aspiring Affluencers to purchase low-
calorie cocktails and stay tuned in season after season.  
                                                
30 The “Skinny Girl Margarita” is a low-calorie twist on the traditional margarita. The ready-to-serve cocktail 
contains only lime juice, tequila, and agave nectar as the sweetener instead of sugar or artificial ingredients.   
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Figure 3 
Nene Leakes first appeared in the original cast of RHOA in 2008 and completed seven 
full seasons of the most successful iteration of TRH franchise before deciding to leave the show 
in 2015. Although she was not billed as a series regular in season eight, Leakes did appear in 
several episodes during the last half of the season as well as the reunion episodes. While on the 
show, Leakes’ quickly established herself as a fabulous, opinionated woman with the best one-
liners in the franchise. Her take-no-prisoners attitude and hilariously candid one-on-one 
interviews narrating events to viewers made her both attractive to the audience and marketable to 
the channel. The faces and comments she makes are often turned into memes (see Figure 4) and 
Leakes herself has turned many of her best one-liners into a line of t-shirts.  
Although Leakes has not created a single product or launched a self-standing brand sold 
to a major manufacturer for millions of dollars like Frankel, she has certainly paved her own way 
to wealth and fame outside of the Bravo bubble. In addition to appearing on the last seven 
seasons of the show including her spin-off series I Dream of Nene: The Wedding (2013), Leakes 
has appeared on NBC’s Celebrity Apprentice (2008-present); landed a role on the short-lived 
NBC sitcom The New Normal (2012-2013); held a recurring role on the hit Fox series Glee 
(2009-2015); competed in ABC’s Dancing With the Stars (2005-present); and, performed the 
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role of the wicked stepmother in Broadway’s 2014 rendition of Cinderella. Additionally, Leakes 
began her own production company, Nene Leakes Entertainment in 2013, and launched The 
Nene Leakes Collection clothing line for the Home Shopping Channel in the summer of 2014. 
Having made a name for herself outside Bravo, Leakes landed the cover of Ebony magazine in 
2012 (see Figure 5).31 Like Frankel, Leakes has infiltrated popular culture, but in a slightly 
different way. While Frankel is synonymous with a tangible product (her Skinny Girl Margarita), 
it’s Leakes’ personality that has made her famous and a legitimate celebrity outside RHOA and 
Bravo. Even her t-shirt line invokes her personality using her classic one-liners such as, “Bloop”, 
“Girl Bye!” and “Bye Wig!” Even in the scripted television series she appeared in (The New 
Normal, Glee), her characters have been very similar to her persona on TRH— a sassy, blunt, no-
nonsense force to be reckoned with. 
 
Figure 4                                  Figure 5 
 
Sue Collins (2008) describes reality television contestants and participants as 
“dispensable celebrities” that provide “a one-hit-wonder kind of novelty” while never fully 
attaining the A-list cultural commodity status of traditional celebrities. Instead, they create a new 
layer within celebrity culture of ordinary people by gaining attention through performing “the 
real.” Although the notion of a “dispensable celebrity” has proven true for many genres of reality 
                                                
31 Leakes and Ebony faced backlash after debuting the cover featuring Leakes, mostly from African Americans, 
which is addressed in chapter four. 
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television, Bravo has effectively challenged that label managing and to create some of the most 
talked about, successful and desired reality stars turned celebrities in the industry. For many of 
the cast members, the Bravo platform and TRH specifically provides the opportunity to make 
significant amounts of money by writing books or cookbooks, designing jewelry, make-up, or 
nail polish, creating proprietary wine, or even via spin-off series. Frankel and Leakes stand out 
from the rest. Although nearly opposite in career trajectories, the women have one major thing in 
common—they both contribute their success to Bravo and TRH. Nearly household names, 
Frankel and Leakes are both famous for ostensibly being themselves. Both original members of 
their respective city’s series, these women have turned an out-of-the-ordinary opportunity into 
undeniably strong and successful brands. According to Alison Hearn (2008), the branded self is a 
“detachable, saleable image or narrative of self, which effectively circulates cultural meanings” 
(p. 195). Frankel is self-branded as being perfectly thin; and, Leakes is self-branded as 
outrageous, wealthy, and fashionable. Both women are successful entrepreneurs, promoting and 
representing everything the Affluencer brand symbolizes and everything the Aspiring Affluencer 
desires.  
The Tagline: From “Watch What Happens” to “By Bravo” 
When Queer Eye for the Straight Guy (2003-2007) became Bravo’s first successful 
reality program, the channel’s lifestyle tenants—food, fashion, beauty, design, and pop culture— 
were explicitly represented through its cast members. Dubbed “the fab five,” each openly gay 
member of the group had a catchy title and his own respective area of expertise in the making 
over of straight men: Ted Allen was the “Food and Wine Connoisseur”, Carson Kressley acted as 
the “Fashion Savant”, Kyan Douglas played the “Grooming Guru”, Thom Filicia was the 
“Design Doctor”, and Jai Rodriguez portrayed the “Culture Vulture” (Nordyke, 2013). Queer 
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Eye and its popularity effectively set the stage for all future Bravo programs and sealed the 
channel’s brand as dependent upon trends in food, fashion, beauty, design, and pop culture. 
Coupling the brand principles with the evolution of its tagline from “Watch What Happens” to 
“By Bravo”, the channel’s brand became both broad and unique. A subtle yet significant part of 
Bravo’s brand marketing is its current “By Bravo” tagline, which allows the channel to claim 
ownership of its programming by conveying to viewers that each of its original series has been 
vetted by the channel and is ready for consumption.  
Beginning in January 2005, the channel’s logo had been a black talk bubble containing 
the word “Bravo” in blue block letters with the tagline “Watch What Happens” beneath it (see 
Figure 6).  
 
Figure 6 
The “Watch What Happens” phrase, outside of its literal meaning as a command to watch the 
channel, evokes both the voyeurism of the reality television genre and the drama associated with 
unscripted series. Just four years after its debut, however, Bravo was ready to boldly assert itself 
as more than just another cable channel.  
In late-June of 2009, coinciding with the premiere of the channel’s newest (and 
ultimately unsuccessful) docuseries, NYC Prep, and preceding the July debut of Watch What 
Happens Live! (paying titular homage to the old tagline), Bravo revealed its new tagline, “By 
Bravo.” Instead of a traditional tagline that follows a logo like “Watch What Happens” was, “By 
Bravo” acts as a template for branding any of the channels programming categories (Crupi, 
 
 
 
 83 
2009). According to NBCU’s President of Lifestyle Networks (Bravo, E!, Oxygen and Esquire), 
Frances Berwick, the revamp gave Bravo fresh look while also asserting the channel as an 
autonomous force beyond television: “Bravo is more than a television channel—it’s a 
trendsetting, multiplatform brand. We’re reflecting the strength of our brand and communicating 
this to our audience by transforming the signature talk bubble logo from a television message, 
‘Watch What Happens,’ to a position of curation and ownership through the tagline ‘By Bravo’ 
(Adalain, 2009). “By Bravo” serves as a stamp of approval and positions the channel as a trusted 
guardian of its specific brand of quality reality programming. 
 In 2009, Bravo tagged Top Chef with “Food by Bravo” and The Real Housewives of New 
York and Orange County with “Drama by Bravo” (see Figure 7). Today, spin offs like Kandi’s 
Wedding are tagged with “Vows by Bravo” and Bravo’s first ever non-reality program The 
Girlfriend’s Guide to Divorce (2014) was labeled “Scripted by Bravo.” Outside of the 
programming, Bravo extends this branding to each of its holdings including consumer products 
(“Shop by Bravo”) and its mobile division (“Mobile by Bravo”) (Crupi, 2009) (see Figure 8).  
 
           Figure 7    Figure 8 
 
As President Frances Berwick observed, the “By Bravo” tagline gives the channel more explicit 
ownership of its programming and holdings. Additionally, the diverse application of the phrase 
itself also offers Bravo the power to Bravo-fy anything and everything. In other words, any type 
or category of program can be made “By Bravo” and therefore suitable for the Affluencer 
audience. Unlike some taglines that vaguely attempt to convey confidence to the viewer like 
AMC’s “Something More,” FX’s “There is not Box,” or A&E’s “Be Original,” “By Bravo” 
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offers a quickly understood system of classification by adding defining words to its flexible 
template.  
There is nothing off limits for Bravo, nothing that the channel can’t make accessible and 
palatable to its self-proclaimed affluent, educated and media savvy viewer. In other words, Bravo 
provides itself the opportunity to create a brand that is all at once perfectly vague and overtly 
specific allowing the channel the ability to evolve and adapt whenever and however necessary. 
For example, when TLC’s Here Comes Honey Boo-Boo (2012-2014) and A&E’s Duck Dynasty 
(2012-present), both docuseries depicting southern living, proved to be highly successful reality 
franchises in 2012, Bravo produced its own version of affluent southerners living in Charleston, 
South Carolina called Southern Charm and branded the series, “Society by Bravo.” As opposed 
to Honey Boo-Boo’s working class depiction and Duck Dynasty’s “new money” portrayal of 
southern life, Southern Charm profiled wealthy, all-white32 existing and aspiring socialites. 
Effectively, Bravo took the formula of depicting southern living through reality programming 
and created a show that was aligned with and included the lifestyle tenets of its brand. In fact, 
Southern Charm isn’t the first time Bravo adopted a trend for its benefit; as discussed in Chapter 
3, TRH series name and base premise is taken from the popularity of ABC’s Desperate 
Housewives (2004-2012). Since it is commonplace within the television industry to copy 
programming formulas (Gitlin, 1983), the purpose of this example is to illustrate the strategic 
functionality and flexibility of the channel’s tagline that allows it to easily make any television or 
genre trend “By Bravo”.  
Digital Initiatives 
                                                
32 The way Bravo portrays race and whiteness is profoundly important and will be discussed further in chapter four.  
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 When Lisa Hsia joined Bravo in 2005, pre-Affluencers and pre-Housewives, her assigned 
goal was to “grow and develop the channel’s digital media components” (Business Innovation 
Factory, 2010). Having left her former job of more than a decade as a news producer for both 
ABC and NBC working with major players like Katie Couric and Diane Sawyer, Hsia was 
entering a channel that was a virtually blank digital slate. Although Bravo and NBCU knew they 
wanted to improve Bravo’s digital initiatives, little more than a functional Web site with 
marketing materials and a program schedule existed (Brock, 2015). Today, Hsia is the Executive 
Vice President of Digital Media for the Bravo and Oxygen channels, both housed under NBCU. 
She has been credited with pioneering second-screen TV (Brock, 2015), named “Top Woman in 
Cable” in 2013 by Cablefax, been included in the Broadcasting & Cable Digital All-Stars List in 
2013, and honored in Variety magazine’s New York Women’s Impact Report in 2014 (NBCU 
biography). She has been recognized with numerous awards including a 2013 Prime Time Emmy 
for achievement in Multiplatform Storytelling, profiled several times in industry publications 
such as AdWeek and AdAge, and asked to speak as an expert at various digital events and 
seminars. It is clear that Hsia is a major player in the evolving digital landscape that television 
increasingly seeks to combine with, and in some ways is the wizard behind the curtain of 
Bravo’s great success.   
 Hsia modestly contributes much of Bravo’s success in the digital space to being in the 
right place at the right time, but also cites the willingness to take risks (Brock, 2015) and 
knowing the audience as significant factors. Shortly after beginning work with Bravo in 2005, 
Hsia and her team posted a question asking who should win one of its reality show contests and 
received more than 100,000 replies in minutes (O’Neill, 2013). Combining that information with 
the market research that identified the Affluencers gave Bravo and Hsia license and reason to 
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take more digital risks. And while audience behavior has shown Bravo that its Affluencer 
audience is willing to participate across the board, Hsia specifically calls out TRH audience as a 
digitally engaged cohort. Hsia claims there is “no better, passionate fan than a Real Housewives 
fan with a mobile phone” (O’Neill, 2013). In other words, Hsia has seen taken note of the fact 
that TRH audience has opinions about the cast members and topics covered on the show, and is 
willing to engage digitally to be heard. Because of this tendency to participate online, and Hsia’s 
observation of it, TRH audience has been a consistent target market for Bravo’s digital 
initiatives. 
Of course there is a larger, strategic goal behind giving the fans what they want and 
playing to their every desire. Bravo is, after all, a traditional cable channel that supplements 
nominal per-subscriber fees by attracting advertisers dollars through all available means. Indeed 
Bravo’s approach to digital integration is not totally unique and is based, in part, on industry 
trends as well as channel-specific market research. As Hsia reminds us, “People want to talk 
about what’s happening now. The water cooler used to be the morning after you watched a show 
at your office. Now everything is in real time. Every TV channel has to be looking at ways to 
harness that” (Hampp, 2011). By capitalizing on the opportunities available in the digital era, and 
the channel’s “passionate fan base who were already ahead of the curve using mobile devices 
and various technology” (Brock, 2015), Bravo took, and continues to take, calculated risks under 
Hsia’s leadership.    
The Talk Bubble  
During the season 2 finale of RHNY, Hsia and her team launched a one-time online 
virtual viewing party (see figure 9) where fans could interact directly with cast members via 
Facebook and Twitter (Van Grove, 2009) to see how fans would respond. Although the event 
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only garnered slightly more than 2,000 tweets, the @Bravotv Twitter handle increased its 
followers by 121% and attracted a record number of hits to Bravo’s Web site (Van Grove, 2009). 
Because of the success, Hsia decided to make the opportunity for interactivity a regular 
occurrence for season 3 of RHNY. Thus the Bravo Talk Bubble (see Figure 9) was born in March 
2010.  
 
Figure 9    Figure 10 
 
Intended to be an integrated, live-viewing experience, the Bravo Talk Bubble was an 
interactive feature on Bravotv.com used to commune fans much like a chat room. Due to the 
positive reception, the virtual viewing party received a year prior as well as social networking 
sites’ budding relationship with television, Bravo created a space for its tech savvy and affluent 
viewers dedicated to the social media buzz around the RHNY. As the “first real-time social TV 
event to combine Facebook and Twitter with live TV viewing” (BravoTV.com), the Bravo Talk 
Bubble gave fans access to both cast members and producers of RHNY in a digital space while 
the episode was airing. In order to participate, viewers simply followed the instructions on 
Bravo’s site (see Figure 11).   
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Figure 11 
 
The informal language and easy-to-follow instructions make participation in the Bravo Talk 
Bubble simple and casual. In fact, the invitation reads almost as an e-mail from a friend asking 
you to attend a birthday party. I argue this is not only intentional, but strategic—Bravo wants its 
digital interactions to be welcoming, friendly, and second nature. Participating in online chat 
rooms isn’t something Bravo wants you to do because you feel obligated, but rather because you 
want to be included, you want to be part of the Affluencers.  
According to Hsia, “The Bravo Talk Bubble is a real-time water cooler event that allows 
us to grow our audience through social media, and to have a two-way conversation with fans as 
they experience Bravo in a more personal, intimate way than ever before” (Swedlow, 2010). 
During the early June 2010 finale of season three of the RHNY, 2.6 million viewers tuned in and 
13,000 of them used the Bravo Talk Bubble (Gillette, 2010). While those numbers may seem less 
than significant in the grand scheme of both ratings and online participation, they were 
considered strong for niche reality programming and noteworthy for the growing trend of second 
screen integration, respectively (Gillette, 2010). As an added bonus, increased attendance to 
Bravo’s site drew the attention of digital advertisers and grew the channel’s digital ad revenue 
53% during the first three quarters of 2010 compared to the same time period in 2009 (Gillette, 
2010). In other words, the ability to draw viewers to its site for a virtual party gave Bravo 
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leverage to direct advertisers’ attention to the channel’s online offerings and a build up an 
alternative source of revenue.    
Bravo Now  
Due to the success of the Bravo Talk Bubble, Team Hsia rolled out a companion iPad 
app—in addition to the dedicated web page within the channel’s site—called Bravo Now (see 
Figure 12) in August 2010. According to Hsia, “Bravo Now restarts the conversation around live 
viewing. At its core, it’s a companion application to our linear content, combining the fun 
functionality of the iPad and marrying it to the intense engagement of fresh content—a win-win 
for our audience and for us” (Weprin, 2010). In the press release for the launch of the app 
(2010), Bravo summarizes its use:  
The app will allow users to engage and participate during Bravo’s live social media 
events, access video clips updated in real time so fans will always get the latest content, 
read their favorite Bravolebrity blogs, as well as share content with friends via Twitter 
and Facebook. Fans can bookmark their favorite content for quick and easy access 
including talent Tweets, video, and ‘Talk Bubble” extras, or download full episodes of 
their favorite shows via iTunes and get a schedule of upcoming live events and episodes. 
 
As is evidenced in the passage above, the Bravo Now app gives viewers seemingly endless 
opportunities for interaction with the channel’s content. Access to cast member blogs, the 
availability of on-demand episodes, and the undeniable integration with social media sites 
(Facebook and Twitter) together make the app uniquely interactive. The success of the Bravo 
Talk Bubble, the execution of the Bravo Now app, and the growing numbers that confirmed 
second screen” users’ interest (Gillette, 2010) encouraged Bravo and Hsia to continue creating 
digital initiatives.  
Additionally, and perhaps more importantly, in 2011 Hsia estimated the channel received 
an average of a 10% bump in ratings due to social media (Hampp, 2011). In other words, the 
worlds of ratings and online behavior showed a symbiotic relationship, indicating Hsia’s 
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intuition was strong, and that Bravo’s audience reflected the market research. If viewers were 
both tuning in and participating online via social media, the Affluencer audience—an affluent, 
tech savvy, highly engaged cohort—was proving itself a viable commodity. With more 
experience on the mobile side under its belt, Bravo needed to find out more about its audience 
and its relationship with the second screen. 
 
Figure 12 
 
Through a partnership with Latitude Research, Bravo conducted a two-phased study in the 
summer of 2012 called “Deconstructing the Multi-Screener” (Gaskins, 2012) with the intent of 
uncovering the role second, and sometimes third, screen usage plays in television viewing.  
Implementing both qualitative and quantitative methods, the study sought to uncover the 
“why” behind “multi-screen usage including motivations, current behaviors, impacts on 
engagement and unmet needs.” The qualitative portion consisted of real-time labs where 112 
Boston and Los Angeles consumers were observed in a “natural living room setting” (see Figure 
13) while they watched 45 minutes of Bravo’s most recent programming. Their interaction with 
multiple screens—the television as well as their own smart phone or tablet—were analyzed and 
coded, and the impact of advertising effectiveness was measured. In the quantitative portion, 
more than 1,000 multi-screen viewers between the ages of 18 and 54 were surveyed online about 
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their motivations and behaviors regarding television and multiple screens in an effort to explain 
the ways in which digitally inclined viewers may interact with various technologies based on the 
type of content being viewed.  
 
Figure 13 
 
Luckily for Bravo and its potential and current advertisers, the results of the study were 
consistent with the channel’s digital trajectory. Firstly, the result found that the majority of 
viewers who watch television and use their mobile devices simultaneously are less likely to skip 
commercials and more likely to view ad-friendly content on their second or third screens thus 
counteracting the diminished ad effectiveness of DVR usage and reinforcing brand recall. 
Furthermore, participants were found to be spending the greatest share of their time on Web sites 
and apps related to the current programming. Second, and perhaps most significant for a channel 
consisting of only unscripted television, the study found that viewers were more likely to seek 
show-related content on auxiliary devices while watching reality programs, as opposed to 
scripted series. Although the survey was not about general viewing habits, questions on both 
reality and scripted series were asked for comparison’s sake. 
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 Ultimately the results of the research provided additional fodder to help Bravo argue its 
worth to advertisers. As Susan Malfa, SVP of cable advertising sales for a handful of channels 
including Bravo at NBCU, concluded in the press release revealing the results of the study:  
This research identified several key insights that will help brand advertisers stay ahead of 
the curve and more effectively resonate with today’s multi-screen viewer. We’re in the 
process of sharing these results with our clients and collaborating on innovative ways we 
can partner on these opportunities. (Bravotv.com) 
 
In Fall of 2012, coinciding with the release of the results of the study, and just over two years 
after the debut of the Bravo Now application, NBCU, entered into a commercial partnership with 
British company Zeebox, a second screen viewing application.33  
Zeebox  
Meant to operate in nearly the same way as the Bravo Now application—a central 
location for a given show/episode streaming Twitter feeds by both fans and celebrities/cast 
members—Zeebox, created independently from Bravo, was the ultimate television viewing 
companion application. During its first two years in the US market, 2012-2014, Zeebox enabled 
audiences to follow social media surrounding a given episode of a program via a live Twitter 
feed that filtered tweets according to show-related topics (see Figure 14). In addition to 
streaming fan tweets, and select Facebook comments, Zeebox featured celebrity tweets in a 
separate newsfeed allowing the viewer to see what, for example, a cast member on TRH thought 
of the events featured on a given episode. While the ideal way to interact with and use Zeebox 
was in real time, during the live broadcast of a show, the app was not limited to only live users. 
Even when the show was not live, unlike the Bravo Now app, tweets coming in under a given 
show’s hash tag still appeared, in real time, through the Zeebox feed. Zeebox was not limited to 
                                                
33 Along with Comcast cable, Viacom and HBO, NBCU became a minority partner in the venture for an 
undisclosed sum. 
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Bravo programming, and in fact featured shows from an array of channels whose parent 
companies invested financially to the company. However, Zeebox was heavily promoted on 
Bravo in the form of commercials and then-executive Cohen’s encouragement to engage with the 
application during his talk show, Watch What Happens Live! 
 
Figure 14 
 
In April of 2014, Zeebox decided to rebrand itself entirely, change its name to Beamly, 
and define itself as an application that “brings together cutting-edge technology and the creative 
energy of stars, programme-makers, superfans and journalists to create the ultimate destination 
for TV lovers” (Beamly.com). Still owned partially by NBCU and Viacom, Beamly is also 
seeking new relationships with additional programmers (Lafayette, 2014). Unlike the “watch 
live” emphasis of Zeebox, Beamly still allows users to participate in chat rooms, but is more 
focused on fans receiving personalized news and social feeds around the television shows they 
express interest in. While the failed mass adoption of Zeebox and the now defunct Bravo Talk 
Bubble, which fizzled out late 2010, may seem indicative of viewer resistance to the integration 
of interactive social media with television, social media sites on their own, without a third party 
facilitating/filtering app, are flourishing.   
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Twitter  
Beginning in 2006, coincidentally the same year TRH franchise debuted, Twitter is a 
microblogging service that allows users to send and read messages of 140 characters or less 
known as “tweets” (Gilpin, 2011). It is a space where live, communal discussions of television 
programs are encouraged (Highfield et al, 2013), and where the use of hashtags originated. 
Hashtags, initiated by either the marketing team for the event/program or by the audience during 
or after the event/television show, are categorical markers used to connect a tweet to a specific 
topic using the pound symbol. For example, The Real Housewives of Orange County is identified 
by the #RHOC hashtag to connect related tweets. The advantage to hashtags, as Facebook and 
Instagram took notice of by hyperlinking hashtags and making them searchable, is that 
conversations can be broad yet simultaneously specific. Instead of having to be “friends” 
(Facebook) or “followers” (Twitter and Instagram) of someone to see their posts, hashtags on 
Twitter allow everyone to see all tweets under a given hashtag and respond immediately outside 
of personal connections. In other words, “Twitter has become a kind of virtual lounge room, 
connecting the active audiences of specific TV shows at an unprecedented scale and thereby 
amplifying audience activities even further” (Harrington et al, 2013). In this way, Twitter has 
become what some industry press identify as the modern water cooler, where the network era 
shared sense of watching a show together is reborn in the post-channel era (Harrington et al, 
2013)—a phenomena Hsia is set on continuing to re-invent the digital age (Hampp, 2011).   
 While Twitter is not centered around nor was it created with the sole intention of being a 
companion to television, trending topics (the country and world’s most popular hashtags at any 
given time) are often around television programs and have proven useful to the production side 
of television (Harrington et al, 2013). In addition to the instant feedback viewers receive on 
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topics or programs of their choosing, broadcasters and researchers are also provided a “very rich 
stream of data” (Harrington et al, 2013, p. 406) from which to observe feedback, both negative 
and positive. Indeed Twitter provides a new kind of reciprocity between producers and the 
viewers (Highfield et al, 2013), making once hard-to-obtain opinions about content public and 
accessible to anyone with a Twitter account. Outside of the advertising dollars from increased 
online traffic around its programs—in 2011 alone, Web site views increased 12% and mobile 
page views increased 24% (AdWeek, 2012)—Bravo seeks to gain more than satisfied viewers 
from its digital initiatives. With any social media site—including Twitter, Facebook, and 
Instagram—Bravo executives and production teams have the opportunity to monitor sites, 
hashtags and posts for trends, likes, dislikes and any other feedback users volunteer. 
Furthermore, Twitter does not threaten to replace television and is not regarded of as a rival 
technology, but instead acts as a support to supplementary activities (Highfield et al, 2013). In 
essence, social networking sites like Twitter provide “alternative opportunities to contribute 
more actively to the wider media sphere” (Harrington et al, 2013, p. 405) instead of drawing 
viewers away. For these reasons, the Bravo Talk Bubble as well as the Bravo Now app and the 
Zeebox/Beamly ventures were strategic and intended to boost viewership through guided 
integration. 
Blogging & Downloads 
Bravo also makes strategic use of blogging, one of the original and most classic forms of 
social networking. For all of the channel’s reality docuseries, including TRH, cast members are 
required to write weekly blogs reflecting on each episode. Not only do the blogs by each 
Bravolebrity end up providing some behind-the-scenes context and at times even wrap up loose 
ends, the entries often fuel conflict. The most common example of blogs as catalysts is when 
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disagreements the cast members resolved while filming are re-addressed in blog entries when 
episodes air, leading to a rehashing of the argument. On more than one occasion, cast members 
have gotten into Twitter feuds because of blog posts. Although the one-on-one interviews during 
production function in a similar way, blogs are written after the cast members see the final 
footage, including conversations and interviews they were not privy to during filming. As a 
result, blogs serve to project the cast members’ current, real-time feelings, and stir up new 
conflicts based on old arguments. During reunions, Cohen will often pull excerpts from the most 
controversial or offensive blog entries, read them allowed, and ask the women involved to 
respond. As one would imagine, the result is heated, accusatory, and grounded in disagreements 
that usually have already been resolved. Promoted and available via the channel’s site and Bravo 
Now app, Bravolebrity blogs effectively contribute to the mediated accessibility of the Bravo 
world to its audience and encourage the conflict TRH is notorious for portraying.  
 Outside of second screen offerings, Bravo is constantly looking for downloadable ways 
to inspire audience engagement beyond the small screen. For example, in February 2014, and 
repeated in August 2015 (see Figure 15 and 16), Bravo announced The Real Housewives 
Awards, a month-long call to fans to vote online on the “most unforgettable and dramatic 
moments from recent seasons” of the hit franchise (Bravotv.com). Categories in 2014 included 
“Most Memorable Outfit,” “Loveliest Locks,” “Favorite Quote,” “OMG-est Moment of the 
Year,” and of course, a “Lifetime Achievement Award.” Along with the ability to vote via 
Facebook or the channel’s site, Bravo encouraged its fans to share or talk about the event with 
the Twitter hashtag #RHAwards. In addition to promoting the voting on his show, Andy Cohen 
announced winners of select categories after voting had ended, and urged viewers to log on to 
the Web site or Daily Dish app—the newest and most comprehensive of Bravo apps—for more 
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results. Playing on the longevity and popularity of the franchise, Bravo created an interactive and 
fun event that had the potential to get viewers to do much more than vote. Before or after voting, 
visitors to the site were invited to view video clips to relive nominated moments, and share 
memes and quotes on Facebook and Twitter.  
 
        Figure 15         Figure 16  
Besides taking full advantage of its audience tendency to engage (Nielsen, 2015) through 
integrated initiatives like the Talk Bubble and Bravo Now, Bravo makes efforts to encourage 
audience engagement around the predictability of its Bravolebrities. At the end of each season of 
each city of TRH, Andy Cohen hosts a reunion show that not only serve as extra episodes (almost 
always two or three parts) tacked onto an already 20-something episode-long season, but also as 
drama-fueled, sometimes violent and always emotional circuses with Cohen as the ring leader. 
For example, during the season 3 RHNJ reunion (2010), Cohen was pushed violently out of the 
way by Teresa Giudice when he intervened to prevent an altercation, and during the season 6 
RHOA reunion (2014), cast member Porsha Stewart pulled Kenya Moore to the floor in a 
physical disagreement. While sometimes excessively dramatic, the reunions also serve as an 
opportunity for the cast members to defend and re-present themselves to the viewers. As Cohen 
says in his first memoir, Most Talkative (2012):  
The Housewives see the reunions as a last chance to rewrite their own story, and at the 
heart of it, isn’t that what all reunions are really about? You go to your twentieth 
determined to leave an even better impression than the last time, to have people say, 
‘That person looks great/has their shit together/has really changed…’ It’s a manipulation 
of sorts, but a manipulation that goes both ways. While the Housewives are trying to 
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manipulate each other and (especially) the viewers, I’m trying to manipulate them into 
spilling their guts on television (p. 217).  
 
While viewers get to see Cohen pick on and prod the cast members all season long on WWHL, 
the reunions feature all the women together in one room after the season has aired and old 
wounds have been re-opened, with Cohen adding as much fuel as possible to every fire. Thus, 
TRH reunions are classically filled with tears, breakdowns, screaming matches, denials, and 
name-calling. 
Playing on that predictability as well as the knowledge that viewers love the chaos of the 
reunions, Hsia and her team developed a downloadable bingo card (see Figure 17 below) that 
Cohen promotes on his show and encourages viewers to acquire by endorsing and announcing its 
availability at the top of nearly every segment. Developed thus far for RHOBH (Beverly Hills), 
RHOA (Atlanta), and RHNY (New York), bingo cards encourage viewers to not only to 
participate by downloading, but also to host viewing parties during the reunion where they can 
play bingo with their friends. Not surprisingly, Cohen’s face dons the center “free” spot on each 
bingo card, subtly reminding viewers that not only does he host the reunions, but is essentially 
the sun of the Bravo universe around which everything else revolves.     
 
Figure 17 
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The Daily Dish  
In December of 2014, Bravo completely re-vamped its Web site, Bravotv.com, and 
launched a mobile app called The Daily Dish (see Figures 18-20). Meant to send viewers down a 
“digital rabbit hole,” the new version of the site aims to not only keep the Affluencers coming 
back to check up on things they’re interested in, but also to keep them engaged with the 
multimedia experience watching and reading things they didn’t even know they were interested 
in. In other words, Bravo provides content viewers haven’t asked for, like compilation montages 
of TRH moments or the “Top 5 food & drinks for St. Patrick’s Day” (see Figure 18), but that the 
channel thinks viewers may enjoy and share via social media. “Every time a new, must-see 
moment hits the airways, it will inspire a curated, first-of-it’s kind digital feature that seamlessly 
integrated into an engaging multimedia recap, including video, photos, exclusive cast 
commentary, polls and more” (Fratti, 2014). The Daily Dish app, of course, compliments the 
site, and contains all of Bravo’s latest news, happenings, interviews, and allows viewers to 
receive push notifications for new additions. Additionally, the app has taken engagement a step 
further and partnered with advertisers to send offers directly to the user via the app: 
Beyond the content stream, the Daily Dish app also provides engaging and rewarding 
elements including redeemable offer cards and geo-targeting capabilities. As fans 
navigate through the app, they seamlessly activate sponsor coupons. This offer platform 
allows sponsor partners to reach fans in the context of our featured content, providing a 
sleek native integration and delivering a win/win scenario for fans and sponsors alike 
(Shorty Awards, 2016). 
 
Because the initiative is so new, there is little data available to support its effects, but the app has 
been recognized by the industry and selected as a finalist for the 8th Annual 2016 Shorty Awards, 
which honors the best of social media. Under the category of Mobile Campaigns, the winner will 
be announced in an awards ceremony held in New York City in April 2016.     
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    Figure 18           Figure 19              Figure 20 
Conclusion 
Because of the increasingly crowded landscape, all cable channels are focused on 
creating brands and attracting audiences to view and enjoy the content they produce. From this 
perspective, it is not unusual that Bravo has shown a great deal of interest in developing both of 
these components. Instead, what makes the channel stand out is its ability to combine modern 
trends like reality television and digital interactivity with the traditional tools of audience and 
brand cultivation while highlighting celebrity culture and neoliberal consumption habits.  
Although a handful of cable channels like A&E, E!, TLC, VH1 and MTV are made up 
primarily of reality programming, Bravo is the only channel that until 2014 was comprised 
totally of original reality series. Due in large part to the significantly cheaper production 
expenses, the choice to produce only reality series is not in itself unprecedented. Rather, the 
decision to capitalize digitally on a genre of television that invites feedback and passionate 
opinions (O’Neill, 2013) was the Bravo innovation. Furthermore, the addition and integration of 
Andy Cohen through both his presence as a mediator on TRH reunions and as the host of WWHL 
brought the previously behind-the-scenes roles of network executive and producer to the front 
and center, straight into modern celebrity culture. Working in tandem with the more traditional 
aspect of branding, Cohen and his cast of Bravolebrities create a universe of luxury and privilege 
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that the Aspiring Affluencer audience is drawn to, though not through explicit instruction. All 
together, Bravo creates a strong, unique brand distributed via programming, celebrities, and 
social networking that seeks to derive profit by convincing its audience to consume all it offers 
from traditional content to digital supplements. 
Each of the five aspects—Andy Cohen and WWHL; the Affluencers; Bravolebrities; the 
“By Bravo” tagline; and the channel’s digital initiatives—explored in this chapter help Bravo 
stand out from its peers and are imperative to the channel’s successful, well-established brand. In 
the following chapter, the channel’s most prominent franchise, TRH, and its specific brand is 
analyzed through a thematic analysis. Although race and whiteness were not mentioned as a 
specific aspect of Bravo’s branding strategy, its use and portrayal of whiteness is discussed in 
chapter three. Bravo is truly more than a television channel, and is in fact even more than a 
trendsetting multiplatform brand. Bravo is producing, promoting and perpetuating a life of 
(mostly) unattainable privilege, luxury and beauty standards, performing the role of a channel 
that holds the attention of a distinctly lucrative cohort of viewers, while decidedly aiming its 
programming and interactive content toward an audience that in fact aspires to be part of that 
cohort. From the model Affluencers like Andy Cohen and the Bravolebrities it showcases, to the 
digital initiatives it puts forth, to its Aspiring Affluencer audience, and the “By Bravo” tagline 
that ties it all together, Bravo is effectively combining traditional industrial strategies with 
modern trends to create a thriving digital era cable channel. Bravo’s brand, not unlike the 
Bravolebrities turned popular celebrities it has created, is unexpectedly successful beyond its 
place within the cable landscape, extending its influence to television’s history and popular 
culture.  
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Chapter 4: The Real Housewives 
 
“It’s become a water cooler churn in the United States, and around the world, and it’s really 
become this kind of, cultural lightening rod.” –Andy Cohen on the popularity of The Real 
Housewives franchise (Kelly, 2015). 
 
 Originally titled Behind the Gates, The Real Housewives of Orange County was pitched 
to Bravo by an advertising executive named Scott Dunlop living in an exclusive gated 
community called Coto de Caza in Orange County, California. Fascinated by “the subculture of 
flashy, image- and status-obsessed middle-aged women” living in his neighborhood, Dunlop 
thought people outside his community would find it entertaining to see what goes on behind the 
gates of his private, privileged world (Chocano, 2011). Dunlop first thought of the concept at a 
dinner party in the early 2000s where the guests, his affluent friends, were lamenting about their 
domestic staffs and the difficulty of finding the best Ivy League college for their children. He 
realized “an observational documentary that ‘held up a mirror’ to their lives, that didn’t satirise 
them exactly but that would be ‘tongue-in-cheek’” might be highly entertaining (Day, 2014).  
After Bravo expressed interest in early 2005, Dunlop created a “sizzle real”—a 3-5 minute video 
that creates a stylized overview of a series concept—that included potential cast members, both 
men and women. He sold the show to the growing reality-programming heavy channel known at 
the time for the success of Queer Eye for the Straight Guy (2003-2007). Given the popularity of 
ABC’s Desperate Housewives (2004-2012), Bravo decided to repackage the show concept to 
focus only on women and riff on the fictional drama’s title by renaming the series The Real 
Housewives of Orange County.  
For Andy Cohen, the series, and now the franchise, is as a modernized version of the 
daytime soap opera (Giddens, 2014). Additionally, it is a peak into a lifestyle not many 
experience, what Cohen refers to as “social anthropology of the rich” (NPR, 2009). Today, more 
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than nine years since the maiden season of the original series, the franchise still attracts between 
1-3 million viewers per episode, and has inspired imitations in Canada, France, Spain, Australia 
and Greece (Day, 2014). Celebrities, including Naomi Campbell, Jonah Hill, and P Diddy (Sean 
Combs) regularly admit their addiction to and love of the series, and pop superstar Beyoncé even 
quoted one of the Atlanta cast members after her 2013 Superbowl performance saying it was 
“Gone with the wind fabulous” (Day, 2014).  
Ultimately, none of Bravo’s other programs have attained the pop culture status of The 
Real Housewives. As an exemplary representative of the Bravo brand through both the affluent 
women it casts to carry out the lifestyle tenets the channel’s programming relies on (food, 
fashion, beauty, design, pop culture), TRH serves as fertile ground to further analyze Bravo as it 
functions within the larger televisual landscape. Today it is a half-billion dollar franchise 
inspiring eleven domestic spin-offs and five international spin-offs in Greece, Canada, Australia, 
and the United Kingdom (Adalian, J., et al., 2012). As Dunlop is quoted as saying since the 
beginning of The Real Housewives reign in 2006, “You can love it or hate it, but you can’t ignore 
it” (Eades, 2007; Day, 2014). This chapter focuses only on the domestic branch of Bravo’s 
franchise, using only The Real Housewives of Orange County (RHOC) and The Real Housewives 
of Atlanta (RHOA)—the longest running and the most highly rated cities, respectively— for the 
thematic analysis.  
Generic Conventions of The Real Housewives  
The Real Housewives franchise (2006-present) falls under the category of reality 
television, specifically within the subgenre of ‘docu-soap’ (Stanley, 2008). Combining the 
format of a documentary with the narrative flavor of a soap opera, TRH is a melodramatic series. 
In its premiere season, the show followed the lives of five women living in a gated community of 
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Coto de Caza in Orange County, California as they faced the challenges of motherhood, their 
careers and—most importantly—showcased their wealth. Despite the moniker of “housewife” in 
the title of the franchise, the show has very little to do with the stereotypical 1950s housewife, or 
the typical duties of a contemporary stay-at-home mother. Instead, each city within the franchise 
is focused on wealthy (mostly white) women who are conventionally attractive (thin, often 
blonde with surgically enhanced bodies), who wear expensive, haute couture clothing, live in 
mansions, and have economically lavish lifestyles. As the maiden city, RHOC was well received 
in its premier season and remains one of Bravo’s top-rated series. The franchise now spans six 
iterations featuring women from New York, Atlanta, New Jersey, Beverly Hills, Potomac, and 
Dallas with canceled series in Washington, D.C. and Miami. While each city contains elements 
specific to the geographical and class elements (some areas are considerably more affluent than 
others) that differentiate the groups of women, there are specific and formulaic must-haves that 
define the franchise: “the Bravo wink,” economic status, heterosexual relationships, trips, 
reunions, and celebrity-turned-housewife cast member. 
The Bravo Wink 
TRH Executive Producer Andy Cohen has never hidden the fact that Bravo loves to 
playfully portray the housewives as both ridiculous and contradictory, what the channel refers to 
as the “Bravo wink” (Rosenblum, 2010). The creation of the ‘wink’ occurs in post-production 
when whatever a cast member is saying, either in shot footage or their one-on-one interviews, is 
contradictory to the footage of the referenced event or moment. Contradictory clips are always 
spliced in, signaling an interruption that highlights the guilty party, and accompanied by light-
hearted music that pokes fun at how silly and obvious the contradiction is. As an example, in a 
season ten episode of RHOC, Vicki, Tamra and Shannon have a wildly drunk evening where 
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they are shown taking multiple shots of alcohol and end up falling in the hotel pool fully clothed. 
The next morning, Vicki and Shannon are so hung-over that they are unable to participate in the 
group diving trip and end up staying at the hotel all day. At one point, the two women meet up 
on the beach and, after ordering cocktails from a waitress, Vicki turns to Shannon and says, “I 
don’t know what happened to us last night. I just wanted one little shot.” As soon as she says the 
word, “shot,” the scene cuts out to a montage of Vicki, Tamra, and Shannon taking multiple 
shots and getting increasingly rowdy. When the clip ends and we are taken back to the beach 
with Vicki and Shannon, Vicki says, “I don’t drink like that.” (Girl Code, 2015). In this scene, 
the irony that Vicki would say she only wanted “one little shot” is directly contradicted by the 
footage of the previous night, which shows the three women partaking in numerous shots and 
becoming increasingly intoxicated.  
Textually these ‘winks’ unveil a somewhat hidden truth about a cast member ultimately 
reducing their credibility and entertaining the audience in the process (Lee & Moscowitz, 2013). 
Despite the fact that some viewers (Aspiring Affluencers) support the cast members and their 
entrepreneurial endeavors as evidenced through Bethenny Frankel’s Skinny Girl empire and 
several cast members’ (Teresa Giudice, Carole Radziwill, Brandi Glanville) books on the New 
York Times best selling list, there is also a significant segment of the audience (Anti-Affluencers) 
that finds entertainment in laughing at rather than with its cast members. The ‘winks’ serve as 
both the production company’s and the channel’s nod of acceptance to the Anti-Affluencers, a 
sign of recognition that the franchise’s viewers are more than those who aspire to be like the 
women portrayed. Recently Cohen acknowledged that the name of the franchise, The Real 
Housewives, is an oxymoron that sets the tone of the show (Radio Andy, Oct. 6, 2015). Indeed 
the premise of the show is in itself contradictory—large, expensive houses protected behind 
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gates that keep people out, but let cameras in (Cohen, 2012). Even though the cast members 
aren’t self aware of the contradictions—as is evidenced in the winks—Bravo is.  
The Role of Events in the Franchise  
In TRH world, the perception of having money and generating capital in socially elite 
circles are co-dependent. The women are always portrayed, to some extent, as socialites 
attempting to build up their status. Therefore, charity events and hosted parties are often the 
focus of episodes in part because they bring the women together in one filming location, but also 
because the free-flowing alcohol aids in creating the most dramatic of confrontations. These 
events and parties enable two prominent storylines: performing conspicuous wealth for 
audiences and enabling conflicts between the cast members. 
Whether the party is for charity or a child’s birthday, the amount of money spent on the 
event is always a focal point. With dollar amounts keyed onto a scene or close-up shots of 
receipts/cash register displays, these events construct the women as wealthy socialites to whom 
money is of little concern. Unsurprisingly, the events and parties end up being the perfect place 
to initiate a new conflict or take-up an on-going argument under the influence of a few alcoholic 
beverages. In fact, the consumption of alcohol and some women’s struggle with it has been 
prominent in some cities’ storylines. On The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills, during a season 
one confrontation between Kim and her sister and fellow cast member, Kyle Richards, it was 
revealed that former child star Kim Richards is an alcoholic (Unforgivable, 2011). Since that 
confrontation, Kim has divulged that she is a recovering alcoholic; been in and out of rehab 
several times; and, eventually left the show to recover. On The Real Housewives of New York, 
socialite Sonja Morgan (formerly married to John Morgan, heir to the J.P. Morgan family) has 
been repeatedly confronted by cast members about her tendency to drink too much and too often. 
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In fact, in a season seven episode fellow cast mate Bethenny Frankel confronted Morgan by 
telling her she believe she drinks too much and may have a problem (Sonja Island, 2015). 
Overall, the cast members’ relationship with alcohol is both complex and strategic. Although 
cast members and producers alike are aware of the affects alcohol can have on women who are 
paid to manufacture drama, cocktails are available in abundance at each and every event. 
In addition to the mandatory presence of free-flowing alcohol, events and parties serve as 
uncomfortable and inappropriate venues for confrontation. “Uninvited” guests will appear at 
events—one of the women, one of their husbands, one of their friends—instantly increasing 
tension between the cast members and often leading to confrontations. In a season seven episode 
of RHOC, alcohol and uninvited guests collide when Heather Dubrow throws a party to celebrate 
changing her last name from her maiden name to her husband’s last name. At the lavish party, an 
uninvited guest named Sarah walks up to a lavish cake and, with her fingers, plucks off one of 
the fondant bows. Once Heather finds out that this has happened, she confronts Sarah, who is 
noticeably intoxicated, and asks her to apologize or leave. Sarah refuses to do either and is 
escorted out after Heather spends a few minutes scolding her behavior in front of her fellow cast 
members (Are You in or Out?, 2012). Savvy audiences understand that because these events take 
place in spaces with a high level of security, the ‘unexpected’ encounters are in truth initiated, or 
at least encouraged, by producers. Indeed, every person who appears in front of the cameras—
even the uninvited guests—is wired with microphones, making the potential to “crash” another’s 
event almost impossible. However, with the high availability of alcohol combined with all the 
women in the same space at the same time, drama inevitably unfolds and serves to drive the 
narratives the franchise is well known for.  
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The Husbands and other Heterosexual Partners 
 Even though the primary focus of each of the cities is the relationships and interpersonal 
drama between the women, significant others are also important to the franchise. Often dubbed 
“house husbands” (since all the women identify as heterosexual) by Andy Cohen and fan sites, 
the husbands and boyfriends of the women on the show are regularly part of storylines and 
episodes, WWHL appearances, and reunions. Partners play integral roles in the drama, spreading 
rumors between each other or to other housewives, yelling at or confronting women on behalf of 
their significant others, or treating their wives/children poorly. In the most recent tenth season of 
RHOC, one of the women and her husband (Shannon and David Beador) spent all season trying 
to rebuild their marriage after a bout of infidelity the previous year through filmed therapy 
sessions, date nights and candid conversations. Another woman’s boyfriend (Vicki Gunvalson 
and Brooks Ayers) was accused of pretending to have cancer and for the entirety of the same 
season and became a source of tension and drama between the women.  
One of the most notorious “house husbands” perhaps is Joe Giudice of RHNJ who was 
found guilty together with his wife Teresa of mortgage and loan fraud (Sieczkowski, 2014). 
Teresa served a 14-month sentence and is back filming for RHNJ, while Joe began a 4-year 
sentence in April 2016. Also part of the RHNJ cast and Teresa’s storyline is her sister-in-law 
Melissa, who is married to her brother Joe Gorga. When Melissa joined the cast in season three, 
the family tension was palpable between the Gorgas and Giudices. While the main focus of 
seasons three through five revolve around the animosity between Teresa and Melissa, Joe 
Giudice and Joe Gorga’s feud also came to a head in season five when the two had a full blown 
physical altercation (Scum One, Scum All, 2013). In the 10 years since TRH has been on the air, 
husbands and partners have become a significant part of most of the women’s storylines, appear 
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with the women on WWHL, and even attend reunion tapings. Furthermore, a cast member’s 
romantic relationship is almost always the impetus for spin-offs series, something the franchise 
overall has had nine of, most revolving around cast members getting married (Bethenny Getting 
Married, I Dream of Nene: The Wedding, Tamra’s OC Wedding) or family life (Don’t be Tardy, 
Kandi’s Ski Trip, Manzo’d With Children) (Henderson, 2015).  
Lavish Group Trips  
The most predictable event in any season of any city of TRH is certainly the inevitable 
group trip. The trips have become synonymous with drama-filled, booze-fueled fights and 
lessons in white privilege and ethnocentricity. Locked in a confined space (resorts) with nothing 
to do but participate in pre-determined activities with each other, the group trips have been 
credited with some of the most infamously melodramatic moments in TRH history34. As 
examples, season three of RHNY saw Bethenny Frankel call fellow cast mate Kelly Bensimon a 
psycho during a heated argument when the group traveled to St. John in the Virgin Islands (Sun, 
Sand, and Psychosis, 2010); season 8 of RHOC saw Vicki Gunvalson scream at the top of her 
lungs on the slopes of Whistler, Canada when ex-cast mate Laurie Peterson accused her of being 
unfaithful to her ex-husband (The Cold War, 2013); and, season four of RHOA saw a heated 
yelling match erupt between the cast members when certain women were left out of a dinner 
invitation in South Africa (South Africa: Just Like Home, 2012).  
Because of the inability of the women to avoid each other or the cameras, the trips are 
breeding ground for arguments and confrontation. Even if there are no issues before the trip 
begins, tension inevitably rises and causes drama by the mid-point of the trip. Similar to the 
                                                
34 Many of the most dramatic moments have been ranked in this article by Yahoo! TV titled “The 11 Most Dramatic 
‘Real Housewives’ Vacations’ which can be found at: https://www.yahoo.com/tv/bp/real-housewives-of-new-york-
city-craziest-trips-and-vacations-171859883.html 
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charity events and parties, trips revolve around drinking. Due to the increased popularity of the 
series, and the amount of usable footage (trips usually span a 2-3 episode arc during the season) 
obtained on these trips, the women’s destinations have become more lavish over the years. 
Beginning with relatively close getaways (RHOC in Vegas, RHNJ in Atlantic City), trips in the 
most recent years are always international. Although I was unsuccessful at discovering how 
production companies finance these trips, I believe the women only go to places where they are 
housed for free in exchange for the resort gaining publicity. Because every establishing shot 
contains the resort signage and aerial views advertising the properties, it seems logical that 
production companies have deals in place in order to avoid paying the high-end prices 
Furthermore, I argue that the production companies prefer international destinations because they 
lend themselves to situations where cast members are filmed behaving in ethnocentric and 
insensitive ways especially when encountering non-Western cultures. For these reasons, the 
group trips of the most recent seasons of RHOC and RHOA are the basis for my thematic 
analysis of the franchise.  
The Reunion Episodes 
At the end of each season of TRH, a multi-part reunion serves as the conclusion. Filmed 
after all the women have seen the entire season (usually about a month before the season finale 
airs) and viewers have had a chance to respond to story lines and conflicts, Cohen interviews the 
women as a group to process the season’s events. Asking pointed questions of his own along 
with viewer questions, reunions are a time when tensions run high. As mentioned, Cohen (2012) 
believes cast members see reunions as a last chance to rewrite their story, to re-shape the 
viewers’ perception once the season has played out (p. 217). After seeing what their fellow cast 
mates have said and written about them—both in blogs and in social media—and seeing how 
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editors chose to portray them over 20-something episodes, the women come into the reunions 
ready to defend themselves. Sometimes the women will come equipped with proof ranging from 
voicemails to screen shots of text messages in order to support their position, or more 
specifically, prove someone else wrong.  
For Bravo, the reunion serves two purposes: 1) to extend the run of a show that is 
receiving high ratings and 2) to act as a determining factor for deciding whose story line is strong 
enough to warrant another season on the show (Cohen, 2012). For the audience, reunions have 
the potential to tie up loose ends, but typically end up presenting some of the most highly fueled 
screaming matches of the season. More than a handful of reunions have ended with a cast 
member storming off set, having to be convinced to return, and in RHOA season six reunion, cast 
members Kenya and Porsha got into a physical altercation that resulted in Kenya pressing 
charges against Porsha. Ultimately, the reunion specials serve as interrogations and attempts to 
force the women into honesty and humility. Unlike the voyeuristic nature of the actual series 
where the women are seen living their lives with no interruption from the outside world, the 
reunions act as a court of social judgment where cast members are held accountable, by both 
viewers and Cohen, for their words and actions.  
Casting Changes & Celebrities Turned Housewives  
 Whenever a city within TRH franchise does not perform well as evidenced by low ratings 
or overwhelmingly negative fan feedback, Cohen and the other executive producers make 
casting changes. Often producers and Cohen prefer to cast women who know at least one person 
in the existing cast so a relationship is already established. The best example of this practice 
comes from RHNJ where, in season three, original cast member Teresa Giudice’s sister-in-law 
(Melissa Gorga) and cousin (Kathy Wakile) joined the cast. On RHNY, two of original cast 
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member Ramona Singer’s friends have been added to the roster: Sonja Morgan in season three, 
and Dorinda Medley in season seven.  
In addition to adding women who have relationships with existing cast members, a 
growing trend in recent years is the addition of D-list celebrities or the wives of famous men to 
the lineup. In every city except New Jersey, women who are famous outside of the Bravo 
universe, or whose husbands are celebrities or athletes, have been added to the cast. As 
examples, in Orange County, Heather Dubrow is a part-time actress whose husband is a plastic 
surgeon who first appeared on the short-lived but popular plastic surgery makeover show, The 
Swan (2004); and, Meghan Edmonds is married to former professional baseball player Jim 
Edmonds. In Atlanta, Porsha Williams was married to former professional football player 
Kordell Stewart when she began the show (they have since divorced); Claudia Jordan (season 
seven) is a former supermodel; and, Kim Fields who appeared in season eight is a former child 
actor from the popular sitcom Facts of Life (1979-1988). In Beverly Hills, D-list actress Lisa 
Rinna and Days of Our Lives star Eileen Davidson joined the season five cast. These women are 
asked to join the cast because of their access to fame and lives of luxury, but it is their 
investment in the drama of the series that keeps them as regulars. The success of the franchise 
presents these former celebrities or wives of celebrities with another chance at fame, and draws 
new attention to their otherwise passé careers.  
Popular Reception of the Franchise 
 While Andy Cohen is immensely proud of the TRH franchise, he is also honest about its 
role as entertaining television (Wolfe, 2015). He never pretends the franchise is a televisual 
masterpiece, and never denies that half of the fun in watching is waiting for the women to induce 
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a collective eye roll. Cohen recognizes the franchise as a voyeuristic peak into the lifestyle of a 
very specific demographic. As he recently said during a press tour for his second book: 
I was with a team of people at Bravo and we are the proud proprietors of these fine shows 
that have replaced the soap opera, basically, I think. Yeah I love sociology and I love 
human behavior and we have plenty. You can kind of sit at home and think, “Oh my god, 
I would never do that,” or “I would” or “I think that’s ridiculous.” (NPR, 2014).  
In other words, Cohen “sees the show as a window into the sociology of the nouveau riche” and 
as a program that is relatable to viewers even at its most outrageous (Wolfe, 2015). Outside of 
well-known television showrunners like Shonda Rimes (Grey’s Anatomy) or Vince Gilligan 
(Breaking Bad), it is rare for executive producers to be asked so frequently for comments on the 
shows they run. However, because Cohen’s presence is so uniquely part of the Bravo brand and 
popular culture, TRH come up regularly when he is interviewed. Beyond Cohen, TRH has 
become fodder for many cultural and media critics alike.    
Popular Critiques of TRH 
For all its popularity, TRH has faced criticism in the press for its depiction of women. For 
example, The New York Times’ Carina Chocano called TRH “a kind of perverse, televised, 
postfeminist-feminine-status Olympics” where “a group of highly competitive, thoroughly 
confused women are pitted against one another in five events: wealth, youth, beauty/body, 
husband and glamour career” (Chocano, 2011). Underlying her review is the assumption that the 
franchise lacks cultural and social value, and that although it has rebranded the original 
conception of the 1950s housewife, it has done nothing to help improve the image of women. 
Indeed, as executive producer, Cohen has been accused of contributing to the downfall of 
cultured society, and perpetuating misogyny through the franchise (Day, 2014).  
Recently, feminist icon and political activist Gloria Steinem appeared on WWHL (Ep. 
195, 2015) and, on the After Show that streams exclusively on Bravotv.com, was asked by 
 
 
 
 114 
Cohen what she thought of the franchise. After Cohen suggested the women are not defined by 
their husbands, that they benefit from the franchise as entrepreneurs, and that the series 
celebrates the bond of female friendships, Steinem responded,  
If the show was what you described, I would feel differently….It is women all dressed up 
and inflated and uh plastic surgery-ed, and false bossom-ed, and, you know, incredible 
amount of money spent—not getting along with each other. Fighting with each other. It is 
a minstrel show for women. And I don’t believe it, I have to say. I feel that it’s 
manufactured, that the fights between them, you know, are manufactured and uh they’re 
supposed to go after each other in a kind of conflicting way, so they might be friends, but 
you don’t know it from the show. 
 
Referring to the minstrel shows of the 19th century that portrayed white Americans in black face 
acting lazy and clownish thereby perpetuating damaging stereotypes, Steinem argues Bravo’s 
most successful franchise is doing the same for women of the 21st century. In portraying women 
who are conventionally beautiful, materialistic, and can’t get along, Steinem believes that TRH 
entertains at the expense of women by representing them in a less than favorable light. 
Furthermore, Steinem insinuates that that the series is fake, at least that she herself does not 
believe the fights the women have happen organically and are instead manufactured by 
producers.  
While the charge that reality programming is made up of contrived storylines and forced 
drama between cast members is not unusual, those accusations are difficult to prove. The 
contracts the women sign, like all reality television agreements, forego the right to sue the 
production company or NBC Universal (Bravo’s parents company), and ensure that cast 
members are aware that their appearance on screen may be less than favorable. Although it is 
difficult to find copies of the contracts the women in different cities sign, it has been reported 
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that the contracts contain the following as standard procedure:35 “Participants agree to the 
possibility that their ‘appearance, depiction, and portrayal… may be disparaging, defamatory, 
embarrassing or of an otherwise unfavourable nature, may expose me to public ridicule, 
humiliation or condemnation, and may portray me in a false light’” (Day, 2014). Agreeing to 
these terms may seem extreme, but it is actually standard and consistent operating procedure for 
reality series ranging from Fox’s American Idol (2002-2016) to ABC’s The Bachelor (2002-
present) (Day, 2014).  
Of course, the statement that participants may be portrayed “in a false light” reinforces 
the sense that reality series are “scripted” or “not real,” something Cohen vehemently denies in 
regards to TRH (Kelly, 2015). In an interview for UK’s Attitude Magazine, Cohen was asked to 
respond to accusations that TRH is staged: “It’s real. We cast very volatile, emotional, driven, 
opinionated women, and because of that, they go to town!” (Kelly, 2015). In his 2012 memoir, 
Most Talkative, Cohen reiterates the fact that the show is not pre-planned: 
The housewives are not told what to say or how to think—all the footage is unscripted. 
The drama comes from the casting. We do not cast wallflowers—we want women with a 
point of view, plenty to say, and the confidence to say it in the presence of equally 
outspoken women. What started as a possible one-off experiment became an ensemble 
drama with story lines as complex as anything anyone could ever write (p. 195-6). 
 
Despite acknowledging the lighthearted nature of the franchise and sometimes poking fun at the 
women it casts, he maintains the show is not scripted or over-produced. Importantly, Cohen is 
never part of the production process as it is happening, meaning he is never physically present 
when the women are filming in a given location. What Cohen leaves out of his insistence that 
that the drama on the show comes from good casting is that it also comes from good production 
companies employees who are present when the women are filming, involved in their day-to-day 
                                                
35 An alleged copy of a contract given to the women of The Real Housewives of New Jersey obtained by 
radaronline.com appears in the Appendix E.  
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lives, and able to manipulate interactions. Surely this is something Cohen is aware of, but 
unsurprisingly has never mentioned in press, on his show, or in any of his books.  
I have never thought it was my place as a scholar studying these cast members and the 
franchise to make the judgment about whether the show is real or scripted, because ultimately, 
the veracity of the show matters very little to the research questions that underlie the dissertation.  
Especially in the case of Bravo and TRH, the cast members carry events on the show into real 
life through both WWHL and social media sites like Twitter, Facebook and Instagram posts. 
When all is said and done, it does not matter if the women are “really” the people they are 
portrayed to be by the producers, or if the women are continually performing to fan expectations 
both on the show and online. Just as hegemony is disseminated through fictional media, reality 
series perpetuate specific ideologies regardless of their authenticity. In the following section, I 
uncover the dominant ideologies presented and encouraged on TRH.   
Thematic Ideological Analysis of THR 
 The following thematic analysis looks at the “trip” episodes in season ten of RHOC and 
season seven of RHOA. On RHOC the cast members take a trip to French Polynesia spanning 
three episodes, and on RHOA the women take a trip to Puerto Rico over two episodes. I chose to 
focus on these episodic arcs because they are a generic convention that occurs in each season of 
every city of housewives and are therefore representative of trends that appear across the 
franchise. The aim of the thematic analysis is not to dissect each episode for its content, but 
rather to illustrate themes that emerge as commonplace throughout the franchise by deeply 
examining two significant series—the original, Orange County, and the most highly rated, 
Atlanta. In particular, I use the trip episode arc of RHOC and RHOA to demonstrate the 
postfeminist/neoliberal ideology of the franchise and the ideology of race and whiteness that 
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infuses the franchise. Both illustrate the type of content message that is typical of TRH and the 
channel’s overall brand of content.  
Originally, my aim was to couple the analysis with corresponding WWHL episodes to see 
which content was highlighted on the live after show. Unfortunately, Bravo only makes its very 
recent (the last five or so) WWHL episodes available to stream on its site, and does not provide 
the episodes for purchase on iTunes or any other streaming site. After contacting both Cohen and 
his assistant, Daryn Carp, via Twitter I was not given an answer as to where to locate past 
episodes of the talk show and was therefore only able to conduct the analysis with the “trip” 
episodes analyzed below. However, in the section following the thematic analysis, I couple a 
recent episode (from season 8) of RHOA with its corresponding WWHL episode to provide 
insight into how the channel, and specifically Cohen, highlights and encourages specific readings 
or audience framings of events. Before beginning the analysis, I provide a brief explanation of 
the cast members in RHOC and RHOA as a frame of reference36.  
The Real Housewives of Orange County Season 10 Cast Members  
Cast Member Season Hired Romantic Partner Profession 
Vicki Gunvalson 1 Dating businessman 
Brooks Ayer 
Owns an insurance 
business 
Tamra Judge 3 Married to fitness 
trainer Eddie Judge  
Owns a gym 
Heather Dubrow 7 Married to plastic 
surgeon Terry Dubrow  
Created a skin care line 
with Terry; part-time 
actress 
Shannon Beador 9 Married to entrepreneur 
David Beador 
Stay-at-home mother 
Meghan King 
Edmonds 
10 Married to former 
professional baseball 
player Jim Edmonds 
Stay-at-home step 
mother 
Lizzie Rovsek 8 Married to real estate 
investor Christian 
Rovsek 
Owns a swim suit 
company 
Table 2 
                                                
36 A complete reference guide for all cities of TRH through April 2016 is available in Appendix F. 
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The Real Housewives of Atlanta Season 8 Cast Members 
 
Cast Member Season Hired Romantic Partner Profession 
Nene Leakes 1 Married to businessman 
Gregg Leakes  
Actress and 
entrepreneur  
 
Kandi Burruss 2 Married to producer 
Todd Tucker 
Music producer and 
entrepreneur  
Phaedra Parks 3 Married to Apollo 
(currently imprisoned) 
Attorney 
Cynthia Bailey 3 Married to businessman 
Peter Thomas 
Former model, owns a 
modeling agency 
Kenya Moore 5 Dating fitness trainer 
Matt Jordan 
Actress, producer, 
former Miss USA 
Porsha Williams 5 Divorced, not currently 
in a relationship 
Television personality 
on Dish Nation  
Demetria McKinney 7 (part-time) Dating producer Roger 
Bobb 
Aspiring singer  
Kim Fields 8 Married to Broadway 
actor Christopher 
Morgan 
Actress, producer, 
director  
Table 3 
 
Neoliberal Postfeminist Ideology    
We see the neoliberal postfeminist ideology at play during the RHOC trip to French 
Polynesia. Two issues that began as mere differences of opinion became personal attacks—being 
a step mother and spending money without a husband’s permission. New to the series in season 
ten, Meghan Kind Edmonds is the 30-year-old wife of former professional baseball player Jim 
Edmonds. Because Jim has three children from two previous marriages, Meghan stepped into the 
role of instant stepmother when she married Jim only months earlier (at the time of filming). 
Shown throughout the season interacting with her oldest stepdaughter while Jim is away on 
business, Meghan is portrayed as a dedicated stepmother. During her one-on-one interviews over 
the course of the season, her discussions of her stepchildren make her seem eager to be 
recognized and respected by the children, her husband, and even her cast mates who are all 
 
 
 
 119 
mothers. It is no surprise, then, when confronted by Vicki and Tamra about her role as a 
stepmother, that she becomes defensive and emotional.  
  In a scene at a bar in French Polynesia (Swimming with Sharks, 2015), the women are 
enjoying themselves and discussing their children over a cocktail. Meghan begins talking about 
her stepchildren and Tamra interjects saying Meghan should have a baby of her own. Meghan 
responds by saying that she already has three, and Vicki quickly snaps, “But they’re not yours. 
It’s different when they’re yours.” The argument escalates from this point with Meghan insisting 
that Vicki and Tamra don’t know what it’s like to be a step mother and Vicki and Tamra 
insisting that there’s nothing like having your own child, implying that being a step parent is 
hardly comparable to having biological children. Underlying this exchange are the assumptions 
that the only way to experience a true maternal bond with a child is to have a biological 
connection with it, and that the most authentic and respected form of motherhood is directly 
correlated to carrying your own child. In the conversation, Vicki is positioned as a zero-tolerance 
bully threatening Meghan’s connection with her stepchildren, while Meghan is portrayed as the 
overly sensitive stepmother who simply cannot understand why these mothers would question 
her devotion to her stepchildren. Because 40% of married couples in the U.S. with children are 
stepcouples, meaning at least one partner has children from a previous relationship (Deal, 2014), 
the narrative in this scene that stepmothers are inferior to biological mothers has the potential to 
be highly offensive to many American families. Still, Vicki’s position as a mother who has 
biological children and, as Meghan says, has never been a stepmother, is shown speaking 
confidently on the subject and tearing Meghan down for essentially loving her stepchildren.  
Just before the argument reaches its emotional height, a one-on-one interview with Vicki 
is shown: “She’s acting like she’s a mother to Jim’s four children, and she’s not. She’s a brand 
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new married stepmother. And I think she needs to find her place. I feel Meghan’s behavior is 
definitely disrespectful to mothers” (Swimming with Sharks, 2015). Following the clip of Vicki 
reinforcing her conviction, the conversation continues:  
Vicki:  You’ve only been a step mom for three months, I mean it’s not like you’ve 
been a step mom your whole life. 
Meghan:  Vicki, I’ve been a, just because we’ve only been married for four months, 
I’ve been in these children’s lives for two years. 
Vicki:  Okay, well that’s not a lifetime. We’re talking about burying your own 
child and having your own child, not Jimmy and his wives’ children. 
Tamra:  There’s a different feeling. 
Meghan:  Alright.  
Meghan begins to cry.  
Vicki:  It is what it is. You can’t deny it. There’s nothing to cry about. You won’t 
know that until you have your own. It’s nothing to get upset about. 
Tamra:  Not saying you’re not good—I think you’re a fabulous step mom. I think 
you’re really, really sweet. 
Meghan:  It’s personal. It’s really hard to be a step mom. The only love I know is my 
step children as my children, and I want to have my own biological child, 
but like the love I have for them is so deep. 
Tamra:  I’m not trying to take away the love you have for your kids. That’s not 
what I’m saying. 
Meghan:  I know, but I’m constantly reminded by like how I don’t have biological 
children. I wish I was their mom.  
Vicki:   But you’re not.  
(Swimming with Sharks, 2015) 
Ultimately, Vicki’s attack of Meghan’s identity as a stepmother brings Meghan to tears and, 
rather than showing remorse for the pain she’s clearly caused, Vicki ends the dialogue with one 
last reminder that Meghan is not a true mother.  
Vicki’s need to make Meghan feel devalued is clearly connected to the worth she places 
on her own title as biological mother. Although Vicki is a successful insurance broker who owns 
her own business, she is also a twice-divorced single mother of two adult children. Because men 
have come and gone throughout her life, it is her children who serve as a consistent marker of 
her identity as a mother, an identity that no one can take from her. When Meghan speaks about 
how much she loves her stepchildren, Vicki’s title as mother—one that she has worked so hard at 
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being a single parent—is threatened. In other words, Vicki views Meghan as someone who has 
not had to put the ‘work’ in that Vicki has, in her eyes, to earn the title of mother. As someone 
who represents a good neoliberal citizen—owning her own business, fulfilling her reproductive 
duties, and maintaining her feminine appearance—Vicki sees herself, perhaps unconsciously, in 
direct competition with women like Meghan who marry rich and gain instant families. From 
Vicki’s perspective, she has worked extremely hard for everything she has and wants Meghan to 
acknowledge those facts and be forced to work just as hard as she did to obtain similar rewards.    
The scene ends with a one-on-one interview featuring a solemn Meghan confessing, 
“Tamra and Vicki don’t get what it’s like to be a stepmom. What it’s like to have this amount of 
love in your heart for these kids that aren’t yours” (Swimming with Sharks, 2015). Clearly 
demonstrating the tension between Vicki and Meghan, this scene lays the groundwork for future 
arguments between the two and foreshadows Vicki’s continued judgment of Meghan’s 
relationship with her husband and family. Not only does Vicki’s judgment of Meghan’s life 
provide fodder for drama that Bravo encourages its audience to react to via social media, it 
serves as a reminder that the women on the show are highly competitive not only with 
themselves, but with each other, reinforcing the postfeminist narrative that privileges contest 
over support.     
 As much as TRH is focused on the women of the show, the relationships each of the cast 
members have with their husbands or boyfriends is always present as fodder for judgment and 
disagreements. Especially if the woman does not work, how she spends money and how the 
husband or boyfriend reacts to his partner’s spending habits is often highlighted by the show. In 
a scene that begins as the casual shopping scene where the price tag of everything the women are 
interested in purchasing flashes across the bottom of the screen, the cast members of RHOC get 
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into a heated discussion about the spending habits of those who do not have jobs outside the 
home (Judgy Eyes and Tahitian Skies, 2015). Both the focus on spending habits and stay-at-
home mothers speaks to TRH’s perpetuation of a postfeminist ideology. As Tasker & Negra 
(2007) assert the notion of choice in postfeminism comes the criticism that not all women have 
access to choosing (consumer lifestyles, conforming to beauty standards, etc.). Therefore the idea 
of postfeminism mostly exists for white, middle class women who have the economic means to 
choose. As white, upper middle class women themselves, the cast members of RHOC have the 
choice to spend large amounts of money or to work or not work outside the home because the 
income earned by their partner can sustain their lifestyle.    
For example, during a shopping trip in Tahiti, after Heather tries on a $49,000 necklace, 
Tamra asks her if she needs permission from Terry (her husband) to buy it. Heather responds by 
saying that she wouldn’t ask Terry, but she does discus any purchase over $10,000 with him. She 
then throws the question back to Tamra asking her how she and her husband Eddie handle large 
purchases. As soon as she agrees that she too would discuss it with her husband, Vicki interjects 
and says to Tamra: 
Vicki:   Well cause you don’t work. You don’t work; it’s his money. 
Meghan:  Well it’s shared, cause you’re married. 
Vicki:  I’m not saying a mother isn’t a pay job. That’s totally the most important 
job in the whole wide world. I’m talking about going to work and getting a 
paycheck. 
Meghan:  No, I thought we were talking about whether or not you ask your 
husband— 
Vicki:  That’s where I was going on that statement. If I didn’t bring a paycheck 
home, I would definitely ask my husband. I would ask him anyways if I 
was married. 
(Judgy Eyes and Tahitian Skies, 2015) 
 
Before the conflict escalates in the storefront, Heather takes Vicki to the side to diffuse the 
situation.  
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Before we see their private conversation, a one-on-one interview featuring Vicki is 
shown: “I’ve never been privileged in a marriage that my husband ‘took care of me.’ When you 
become the bread winner, and you go off to work every single day, let’s see how you feel when 
he’s starting to spend your money.” Vicki is then shown talking privately to Heather saying, 
“That’s how women get themselves into trouble. They spend their husband’s money without 
asking them. If I was a husband and I went to work every single day and my wife was at home 
spending my money, I’d be pissed.” Afterwards Tamra tells Meghan and Shannon that she 
believes Vicki was referring to gold diggers with her commentary and the scene ends with a one-
on-one interview featuring Meghan responding to the idea that Vicki may have referred to her as 
a gold digger: “If somebody’s calling me a gold digger maybe she’s jealous of my situation, but I 
don’t really care.”  
Vicki’s comment in this scene both in the interview and in the footage of her with the 
other women, are highly defensive. Not only is she once again showing resentment toward 
Meghan marrying a wealthy man while she works hard to provide for herself and her children, 
but she also extends this resentment to all the women in the cast who don’t work outside the 
home. Because this is Meghan’s first season on RHOC and Vicki is an original cast member, 
Meghan is a new threat to Vicki’s status within the show which undergrids the tension between 
them. Meghan can be perceived as a newer, younger, prettier, better version of Vicki on the 
show. Because postfeminist texts ideologically value women who can remain youthful in 
appearance (Tasker & Negra, 2007), it’s logical to assume Vicki would be resentful, jealous and 
threatened by Meghan’s presence. The casting of Meghan on the show implicitly positions Vicki 
to devalue the new cast member as a woman and a housewife. 
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In another example of an older cast member putting down a newer, younger cast member, 
Phaedra and Demetria have a tense encounter before the group leaves for Puerto Rico in season 
seven (Puerto Read-co, 2015). It should be noted that even though Demetria was a part-time 
addition to season seven, she is the reason the cast takes the trip. Scheduled to participate in a 
concert in Puerto Rico, Demetria invites all the cast members to join her on the trip and to watch 
her perform.  
Before leaving on the trip, Nene and Phaedra visit Demetria at a recording studio. During 
the visit, Nene is cordial and friendly while Phaedra tears Demetria down under the guise of 
getting to know her: 
Phaedra:  So is you actress or singer? What you got going on?  
Demetria:  I always wanted to sing. Never wanted to act, never took no classes. 
Phaedra:  Why did you do it when you was, you know, a little bit more of a tulip, 
girl?  
Demetria: Why didn’t I do it before I was a who-who? 
Phaedra:  When you were a fresher little flower. 
Demetria:  I’m 35. 
Phaedra:  At some point you go to folk music and gospel. So do you want to be a 
pop star?  
Demetria:  I want to be me.  
Phaedra:  But what genre is me? 
(Puerto Read-co, 2015) 
 
Following this conversation, Phaedra speaks to the camera in her one-on-one interview and says 
slyly, “I’m trying to figure Miss Demetria out. I’m not trying to not be supportive, I’m just trying 
to get the facts.” As evidenced in the dialogue above, the tone of Phaedra’s questions to 
Demetria is condescending at best and hostile at worst. Insinuating that she is too old to be a pop 
star, and asking her why she didn’t begin her career when she was a “fresher little flower,” 
Phaedra puts Demetria down for her career choices and her age. Because Phaedra is Demetria’s 
senior, both in age (Phaedra is 44) and in her tenure on RHOA, the conversation in this scene is 
reminiscent of the Meghan and Vicki exchange over stay-at-home mothers and money. As a 
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potentially younger, better, even more exciting version of Phaedra, Demetria is a threat to 
Phaedra’s relevance on the show where postfeminist values privilege younger, prettier women 
over those with experience or skill (Tasker & Negra, 2007).  
 Among all the cities aired in the franchise, RHOC puts the greatest emphasis on physical 
appearance, specifically related to weight (being very thin) and cosmetic procedures like Botox 
(being wrinkle-free) and lip injections. Although my thematic analysis only covers three 
episodes of the more than 100 that RHOC has aired, weight is one of the most common issues 
mentioned. For example, in a scene focused around a game night at Meghan’s house days before 
the women leave for French Polynesia, a table of desserts and pizza are set up for the guests. 
Upon noticing the table, Lizzie (former full-time housewives; current auxiliary cast member37), 
Heather and Shannon have the following brief exchange:  
Lizzie:  I mean really, that table with the desserts, I’m trying not to look at it. 
Heather:  Pizza before we have to go? In a bathing suit? Really?  
Shannon:  I smelled it, so I’m full. 
 
It should be noted that Lizzie, Heather and Shannon are all very thin women who are in no 
danger of being overweight. In another example, in French Polynesia with everyone is gathered 
in a hotel room snacking, Lizzie comments on Meghan, “She eats everything, she doesn’t care! 
She doesn’t gain weight!” In response Tamra suggests that the reason Meghan doesn’t gain 
weight is because she’s 30 years old and hasn’t yet had children. The scene then cuts to Tamra’s 
one-on-one interview where she half-jokes, “This skinny bitch should enjoy her metabolism 
while she can because in ten years and four kids later, you can’t eat like that anymore. You’ll 
look like the rest of us” (Judgy Eyes and Tahitian Skies, 2015). Of course the irony is that the 
                                                
37 Auxiliary cast members are referred to as “friend of the housewives”. The term simply refers to how much they 
appear to the show, and indicates that they are not paid the same as a cast member that commits to a full season of 
work. These cast members do not appear in the opening credits or write blogs, and rarely appear on WWHL.  
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rest of the women are also very thin, the main and perhaps only difference is that Meghan is 
younger and not a mother, implying that it isn’t enough to be thin—being thin and young is the 
ideal and unrealistic goal.    
 In addition to commentary on physical appearance and body image, like the women of 
RHOA, it is common for the cast members to talk about the money they spend and to be filmed 
while spending money. Indeed, portraying the women as wealthy is as much a crux of the 
franchise as the drama associated with the arguments. As Lee & Moscowitz (2012) argue, “when 
it comes to casting wealthy, out-of-touch villains, female socialites are hard to beat” (p. 65).  For 
example, in a RHOC scene featuring Heather and her husband Terry, the couple is filmed on a 
‘shopping date’. On the way to the clothing store they are filmed in the back of a production 
vehicle popping champagne and celebrating their time together. Once they arrive at Aris38, a 
high-end women’s clothing store in Laguna Beach, Terry sits down on his phone while Heather 
picks items out for herself, occasionally asking her husband what he thinks. At one point Terry, 
finally realizing he is about to spend large amounts of money on expensive clothing, asks 
Heather how much items in the store are and a conversation that illustrates the couple’s 
disconnection from the reality of most working people ensues:  
Terry:   Honey, is this stuff expensive?  
Heather:  I think it’s like a good price point. 
Terry:   Like what? 
Heather:  Like $400 for a shirt. 
Terry:   $400 for a shirt? How much do my shirts cost?  
Heather:  Probably around that. 
Terry:   For a T-shirt? I could see 50 bucks. 
Heather:  I’ll tell you what, I’ll buy you a $50 shirt and then you can try it on and 
see which one you like better, okay? You don’t like cheap stuff. 
 (Judgy Eyes and Tahitian Skies, 2015) 
 
                                                
38 Aris’ Web site can be found at: https://arisonthecoast.com/  
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In their exchange, Heather and Terry perform their class status and consumerist behavior for the 
RHOC audience. Not only is Heather totally unsurprised by the store’s price tags, but Terry’s 
response that he understands a T-shirt costing $50 as reasonable demonstrates their distance from 
middle- and working-class realities. The scene serves as an effectively placed “Bravo wink.”. 
Instead of showing the women contradicting themselves in what they do versus what they say, 
this glimpse into Heather’s life invites the viewer to revel in the absurdity associated with the 
purchasing of a $400 T-shirt. 
Alongside representation of the women’s excessive spending habits is their portrayal as 
high maintenance (i.e., having expensive taste). Across the cities, interactions with service 
workers are rarely polite exchanges instead demonstrating the women’s privilege. In airports, 
certainly on the trips profiled in this analysis by both the OC and Atlanta casts and representative 
of the Franchise in general, the women act as if they are culturally elite celebrities. Drawing even 
more attention to themselves than having a camera crew in tow, the women always have 
inordinate amounts of luggage, wear their sunglasses indoors and often don outfits better suited 
for a night out than a day of travel. For example, in a different trip filmed during season ten, 
Heather is filmed preparing her suitcase by folding each piece of clothing as if it “just came from 
the store;” wrapping it in tissue paper to prevent potential color bleeding between garments; and, 
finally placing each pair of shoes in special bags to preserve the integrity of the high-quality 
material (i.e., leather or suede). In an example from The Real Housewives of New York, Ramona 
Singer consistently acted entitled on group trips: recruiting hotel service workers to unpack her 
suitcases; demanding hotel bars stock with specific type of wine; and, even calling a private jet 
to take her home early from a trip she was not enjoying.    
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Overall the trip arc episodes described above demonstrate the neoliberal postfeminist 
ethos of the franchise. True for all other iterations of housewives, the storylines in each city 
revolve around conflict and the cast members’ reliably consistent inability to act respectfully 
toward one another and their embodiment of neoliberal tropes like weight management and 
consumerism. Playing perfectly into the criticism that TRH as a franchise contributes to the 
downfall of women, the fighting between the women is something Bravo chooses to portray and 
perpetuate. In a society where women are still paid less than men, reproductive rights are still 
policed and restricted, and domestic violence cases make the news on a regular basis, it is worth 
discussing the ideological representations of women. As Tasker and Negra (2007) posit, the 
ideological messages of postfeminism are widely disseminated through popular media texts. 
Postfeminist texts focus on the freedoms women now wield both as empowered individuals and 
consumers, “praising female achievement within traditionally male working environments, and 
the celebration of surgical and other disciplinary techniques that ‘enable’ (i.e., require) women to 
maintain a youthful appearance and attitude…” (p. 1-2). In essence, TRH embodies the 
postfeminist ideology feminist scholars have identified in 21st century popular culture media 
texts by highlighting the participants as hyper-individualized, savvy consumers that idealize 
normative standards of femininity. However, the agency and choice (discussed further in the 
following section) that defines the postfeminist moment always portrays the cast members of 
TRH as choosing to confront, argue with, and condemn other women. In many ways the 
franchise is a representation of the limits of postfeminist ideology—instead of empowering its 
cast members, the individualized, consumerist construct of the show pits them against one 
another and creates narratives that reinforces damaging gender stereotypes.  
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Ironically, the 21st century ideal of the empowered woman that postfeminist and 
neoliberal ideology reinforces is likely the same mindset that draws cast members to TRH and 
encourages Bravo to continue expanding the franchise. A good example of this is the discussion 
between Cohen and Gloria Steinem previously mentioned in chapter two. In defending the show, 
Cohen cites the reason he believes the show is a success: husbands do not define the women, the 
show is focused on the friendships between the women, and the women are often entrepreneurs. 
What Cohen does not acknowledge, however, are the underlying postfeminist and neoliberal 
mandates that require cast members to perform their roles as liberated women in very specific 
ways. In order to succeed as a Bravo housewife, the cast members must be thin and fit, agree to 
the filming of arguments and confrontations with other women, and be willing to showcase and 
their wealth. Furthermore, between Cohen’s own storyline guidance and the production 
company’s edits, any potentially empowerment is negated; each cast member is at the mercy of 
executives and producers that mediate and manipulate the women’s likeness to create 
entertaining storylines. Initially the notion that participants “choose” to be involved in the 
franchise appears as an empowering and entrepreneurial endeavor (they are paid for their 
involvement), but it is also an exercise in postfeminist futility since the way in which each cast 
member is represented is not at all their own choice, but that of the producers.  
Race and Whiteness  
Also complicating the neoliberal and postfeminist ideologies represented throughout TRH 
franchise are the ways in which race and whiteness are portrayed and conveyed via the text as a 
result of strategic decisions made by producers and editors. What’s most intriguing about race 
and whiteness in TRH is that almost nothing is explicit, but rather subtle and implied. Instead of 
saying things that would be interpreted as intentionally offensive, the women make lighthearted, 
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seemingly innocent, derogatory remarks about different cultures. Instead of purposefully 
centering whiteness, the women simply don’t address race at all and are portrayed as colorblind 
in most of the cities. Surely race and whiteness are represented in the general content of each 
episode, but one of the most explicit examples of how race and whiteness is treated is conveyed 
in the signature docudrama inclusion of one-on-on interviews. While these interviews are 
necessary to advance the narrative of each episode, they are also a prime exemplar of the ways in 
which production and the network make choices to portray a very specific type of mediated 
content. Taped after events unfold and once producers have decided which storylines to 
privilege, interview questions purposefully interrogate controversial topics in an effort to provide 
fodder for new confrontations (via social media or blog posts, at reunion tapings) and invite 
viewers to respond to the conflict. Because the decisions by producers to conduct interviews that 
focus on specific events and by editors to cut scenes in specific ways, it is undeniable that every 
second of each episode that is aired on Bravo is purposeful. 
In the episode Puerto Read-co (2015), Porsha, Kandi and Demetria are shown arriving to 
the hotel in Puerto Rico, speaking to a woman at the hotel who is about to give them their room 
keys. After the woman tells them that two rooms have been upgraded and have private terraces, 
she tells them she will give them they keys and they can decide who will get the better rooms. 
Because Demetria planned the trip and will therefore stay in one of the nicer rooms, Porsha and 
Kandi have to figure out who between them will get the second one, with a one-on-one interview 
featuring Porsha spliced in:  
Kandi:   Well can we flip a coin?  
Porsha:  Yeah, let’s flip a coin because we know she [Demetria] gon did her 
best for it, but we gon have to fight for this. 
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Interview w/Porsha: Don’t get it twisted, we get real serious when it comes to the rooms 
on the girls trip. I think I should get that other big room because 
Kandi’s little. Let her have the little room!  
 
Kandi:  Okay. 
Porsha: I’ll say heads. 
 
[Kandi flips the coin, Kandi and Porsha rush over and see that it’s landed on heads] 
 
Porsha:  Yasssssss, hunni!!! Twerk, twerk, twerk. Yas, Puerto Rico, hunni, 
I’m going to my room! I’m ready to go, hunni! Let’s go!  
(Puerto Read-co, 2015)  
 
As Porsha says the last line in the dialogue above, she begins to “twerk,39” dancing and shaking 
her backside as the camera captures her from behind. Wearing a short dress, Porsha is sexualized 
and stereotyped in this scene. As portrayed by the editors through lighthearted music, the scene 
is meant to be casual and comedic. The audience is meant to laugh at Porsha’s use of language as 
well as her dancing outburst. While it seems innocent enough, the scene ultimately suggests “that 
although African Americans are often articulate and poised, there is a level of stereotypical 
Blackness that lies dormant in each of them (Cox, 2015, p. 46). 
As Nicole Cox (2015) observes, the “women of The Real Housewives of Atlanta are 
represented as more explosive than the other six locations, as cast members are portrayed as 
loud, boisterous, and physically violent” (p. 45). True to this assertion, season seven featured one 
of the most intense fights ever shown on RHOA (Puerto Read-co, 2015). About halfway through 
a season that included the casting of new member, former model and radio personality Claudia 
Jordan, the tension between the women was shown as dramatically palpable eventually splitting 
the cast in two camps, with Claudia, Cynthia, and Kenya on one side and Nene, Phaedra, and 
Porsha on the other. The production decision to include a mid-season journey to Puerto Rico was 
                                                
39 According to the Oxford English dictionary, twerking is dancing to popular music in a sexually provocative 
manner. It involves thrusting hip movements and a low, squatting stance. 
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a predictable bomb waiting to explode. The split between cast members is due to physical 
altercation that occurred between Porsha and Kenya at the season six reunion taping. Because 
Porsha and Kenya are not friends and hardly interact, whichever cast member befriends one is 
automatically against the other. Thus, sides organically formed when Nene and Phaedra became 
better friends with Porsha, and Claudia and Cynthia became better friends with Kenya. 
  At a dinner scene the first night, Demetria (an auxiliary character in season seven) 
confronts Phaedra about past conversation where she insinuated that Demetria was too old to be 
a pop star. The two begin a heated argument, and in the midst of the argument, Demetria 
references Phaedra’s recently incarcerated husband and the fight escalates. Eventually Phaedra 
attempts to quell the situation by offering Demetria a backhanded apology, which Claudia 
doesn’t like: “Alright, I’m done. I’m sorry you feel that way, ‘cause I want you to be happy, I 
want you to perform, and hunni, be a pop star.” Instead of letting the conversation die, Claudia 
continues the tense conversation, “Do you guys care about resolving the issue? She clearly has 
an issue.” Before Phaedra can respond, Nene interrupts and starts attacking Claudia.  
In between the dialogue between the two women, Nene’s one-on-one interview is spliced 
in: “Look Claudia, you wanna be the ‘it girl’ but you ain’t got it. You got an ‘I’ but you are 
definitely missin’ the ‘T’ boo. Proceed with caution” (Puerto Read-co, 2015). Accusing Claudia 
of inserting herself into the drama for airtime, Nene insinuates that Claudia should be careful 
when trying to get time in the spotlight because it isn’t easy to do, especially if you have to go up 
against the original players like Nene herself. Furthermore, Nene’s statement reveals an 
awareness of the kind of behavior and personalities producers are looking for in creating 
narratives for the show. Because more airtime equals an increased opportunity for viewers to get 
to know a cast member and to cultivate a fan base that will follow them on social media and 
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purchase products they endorse, more airtime literally equals more money. Furthermore, the 
more popular cast members are with viewers, the more likely producers will ask them to 
participate in subsequent seasons. Because the cast members only commit to one season at a 
time, each season becomes a competition to stay relevant, likable, and popular.  
Following Nene’s interview clip, we are brought back to the verbal war happening 
between Nene and Claudia: 
Nene:   Oh you have your own brain. 
Claudia:  Why wouldn’t I have my own brain? Nene stop, please. 
Nene:  Just making sure you can think on your own cause I know you have 
somebody that is getting you together over here, telling you when to drink, 
when to speak, when to move, when to talk. 
Claudia:  From the woman that is the puppet master. 
Nene:   Puppet master? Girrrrrrl. I’m a puppet master on these jobs though. 
Claudia:  What jobs? The one that got cancelled?  
Nene:  The checks didn’t get cancelled though. You wish you had what I had in 
the bank, darling. You wish you had what I had in the bank. 
(Puerto Read-co, 2015), 
 
When Nene says, “I know you have somebody that is getting you together over here,” she is 
referring to Kenya, implying that Kenya coaches the women on her “side” (Claudia and Cynthia) 
on how to act, specifically around Nene and the other girls. When Claudia throws the insult back 
at Nene, calling her the “puppet master,” she is implying that Nene does the same coaching with 
the women on her “side” (Phaedra and Porsha). To change the subject, Nene deflects this claim 
and begins talking about all the jobs she acquires outside the show. When Claudia asks, “What 
jobs? The one that got cancelled?” she is referring to Nene’s involvement on the short-lived 
NBC sitcom, The New Normal. Following the above exchange, Claudia and Nene continue by 
insulting each other’s physical appearance, sexual partners, and clothes. At one point Nene even 
attacks Claudia for being mixed race (her mother is white, her father is black) by calling her a 
“half breed,” telling her Atlanta isn’t looking for women like her. By calling out Claudia as 
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multiracial, the viewer is forced to take notice of her lighter skin tone. In using Claudia’s 
multiracial makeup as an insult, Nene employs colorism as a means to challenge Claudia’s 
authenticity as a black woman living in Atlanta, and her existence as a member of the all-black 
RHOA cast. As Margaret Hunter (2002) contends, colorism is a “system that privileges light 
skinned over darker-skinner people within a community of color” (p. 176). Because colorism 
privileges those with lighter skinned, Nene has taken the opportunity to use Claudia’s light skin 
against her and therefore subvert her privilege. In other words, Nene is attempting to shame 
Claudia and reveal her as an inauthentic black woman by calling attention to her multiracial 
background. Claudia responds to the insult by poking fun at Nene’s signature blonde wig, telling 
her it looks like Top Ramen noodles, and shames her for being a stripper in her younger days. In 
doing so, Claudia attempts to attack Nene’s physical appearance and insinuate that her former 
career was low-class and tasteless.  
Just like Vicki and Meghan in RHOC, the producers focus on the tension between an 
original cast member and ‘the new girl.’ Nene has been with RHOA since season one and 
Claudia only joined in season seven. However, the differences between the two cities are stark 
and obvious. While Vicki’s opinions of stepmothers attacks Meghan’s identity and eventually 
cause her to cry, Nene and Claudia’s exchange goes deeper than hurtful opinions of each other’s 
lives. Each insult between the women becomes more personal as the argument escalates, first 
referencing personality, then career, and eventually appearance and identity. When Nene accuses 
Claudia of being easily manipulated by some of the other women, Claudia’s response is to 
accuse Nene of being a manipulator herself. Instead of addressing that insult, Nene escalates the 
argument by reminding Claudia that she has a successful career outside of the show as an actress. 
Claudia then takes this opportunity to remind Nene of her recently canceled (at the time of 
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filming) sitcom The New Normal to which Nene retorts that she still got paid for her work. 
Finally the argument escalates to personal appearance where Nene brings Claudia’s race into 
play by calling her a “half breed”, and Claudia insults Nene’s signature wig and time as a 
stripper. As is typical in TRH, producers and editors choose to highlight the conflict and 
competition between the women.  
The ideological implications of this type of representation are telling, especially in the 
only non-white cast within the franchise. Because all the women cast on RHOA are women of 
color, the fact that they are edited to appear more physically and verbally aggressive than women 
in the other series perpetuates stereotypes of the ‘angry black women’ (ABW) prevalent in 
contemporary media, especially in reality television (Pozner, 2010). As Jennifer Pozner (2010) 
defines, the trope of the ABW depicts black women as “rude, loud, malicious, stubborn, and 
overbearing” as well as possessing “irrational states of anger and indignation—prone to being 
mean-spirited and abusive” (p. 166). Furthermore, the selective depiction of their behavior by the 
producers serves to support the racist idea that although women of color obtain success and 
fame, they are never able to overcome the classed behavior associated with black culture in the 
media.  
Producers choose to highlight the beginning of the fight at the end of episode 10 and not 
surprisingly use the conflict to begin episode 11. Finally in episode 11 we see Nene and Claudia 
reacting to the dinner scene blow up. In Nene’s interview, she continues to insult Claudia’s 
character and says, “If you’re in your 40s and you’re so beautiful and you’re so fabulous, I mean 
why wouldn’t you have gotten married by now? Why wouldn’t you have food in your cabinet? 
Why wouldn’t you have a flat iron to press that hair straight? Hell, why wouldn’t you even have 
a car? Who is riding down highway 85 on a big wheel? Ugh!” (Divide and Ki-Ki, 2015). In her 
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comments, Nene makes comments undergirded by heteronormativity, class politics, and 
standards of beauty. In implying that Claudia is not desirable to men since she is over 40 and 
unmarried, Nene marks Claudia is ‘less than’ because she has not been able to comply with 
heteronormative standards of success. By rhetorically questioning why Claudia doesn’t have 
food in her cabinets, Nene is marking Claudia as ‘poor’ and placing social and financial distance 
between them. When Nene refers to Claudia’s hair not being straight, she projects white 
standards of beauty onto her and shames the natural curl Claudia often wears. Despite being 
filmed after the argument took place, Nene’s comments about Claudia are just as insulting as the 
night they fought and indicate a desire to make Claudia’s shortcomings known to the audience. 
Similarly, Claudia’s interview foregrounds her negative feelings about Nene. She says, 
“Nene is a walking contradiction. She’s over there claiming that Kenya is our boss meanwhile 
she’s over there with her crew being a little puppet master tellin’ who to not speak to who. And I 
just feel like when someone has beauty, has talent, is articulate, has edges, the beast will find a 
reason to not like you and they’ll make it be about ‘you’re a whore’” (Divide and Ki-Ki, 2015). 
Overall, Claudia’s commentary is meant to call out Nene’s behavior toward her as catty and 
unwarranted. Claudia believes Nene is jealous of her beauty and talent, and because she has no 
reason not to like her, Nene had to resort to attacking her sexuality by calling her a whore as a 
way of insulting her character. However, in attempting to prove her point, Claudia further insults 
Nene’s physical appearance. Because Nene is taller than and not as thin as the rest of the women, 
Claudia calling Nene a “beast” is meant to insult her larger build. Although this clip of Claudia’s 
interview attempts to articulate the reason she thinks Nene insulted her, it ultimately serves to 
prove that she is unable to resist an opportunity to tear Nene down. 
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In the current rotation of housewives cities, there are four all-white casts (Orange County, 
New York, New Jersey40, and Beverly Hills) and one all-black cast (Atlanta). Among the four 
all-white casts in TRH franchise, people of color are rarely, if ever, shown interacting with any of 
the cast members. Through editing, the issue of race is never shown as being discussed, 
defended, or mentioned, reinforcing the ideological belief that the women truly are post-race. 
According to Kent Ono (2013), postracism is a cultural condition that assumes race is no longer 
important and is therefore passé. He contends: 
“Postracism is characterized by a discomfort with, and related desire to forget, race and 
racism, which enables them to operate beyond ordinary thresholds of popular 
consciousness through deferral, repression, and forgetting. Popular culture tends either to 
absent racism altogether, or to demonstrate progress by staging overt racism that is 
magically cured by good white people (p. 301).” 
   
Furthermore, the idea of depicting the world of TRH as post-race supports the neoliberal 
undertones of the channel in perpetuating the idea that success and failure are individualized 
accomplishments that are not affected by systemic injustice. With the exception of Atlanta, US 
culture is represented as all white, as if no other racialized bodies cohabitate the same spaces—a 
production decision that reinforces a particular representation of the real. Being an Orange 
County resident myself, I can attest that while some areas are mostly white, the ethnic make-up 
of the overall county is diverse. As the U.S. Census proves, 30.3% of the population is foreign 
born, 34.3% are Hispanic or Latino, and 19.6% are Asian41. The fact that TRH editors choose to 
depict all-white worlds for their all-white casts only perpetuates the popular belief that we are 
living in post-race moment. Aimee Carrillo Rowe (2000) explains: 
“…for the majority of White people who choose to avoid antiracist commitments, their 
discourse and practices maintain and advance racist ideologies not only through what is 
                                                
40 Some cast members of The Real Housewives of New Jersey are Italian Americans. 
41 U.S. Census data for Orange County, California: http://www.census.gov/quickfacts/table/PST045215/06059 
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said, but also what remains absent. Such silences sustain problematic ‘color blindness’ 
that is pervasive in the contemporary U.S….” (p. 66).  
 
Since that which is not obvious or visible is often more telling than what is represented, the lack 
of diverse representation and interaction with people of color in the all-white cities can be 
understood to perpetuate the idea that we are living in a post-race moment.  
At the start of the trip to French Polynesia, the cast of RHOC is depicted checking in at 
the front desk. Vicki begins speaking to the Tahitian woman checking them in and asks, “Is there 
anywhere to ‘whoop it up’ around here?” Being that the phrase “whoop it up” only exists within 
Vicki’s personal circle of friends, the Tahitian woman smiles politely but does not respond due 
to an obvious lack of understanding. Vicki is then shown in her one-on-one interview saying, 
“Why doesn’t this lady know what ‘whoop it up’ means? Isn’t ‘whoop it up’ a universal phrase?” 
(Judgy Eyes and Tahitian Skies, 2015). In another example when the women of Orange County 
arrive on the island of Mo’orea, signers and dancers in traditional Tahitian dress greet them with 
a performance at the entrance of their hotel. The women stand in front of the dancers, and some 
of the cast members begin taking video on their mobile phones, Tamra turns sharply toward 
Heather, noticeably trying not to laugh:  
Tamra:  Is that his balls?  
Heather:  What? 
Tamra:  That’s his balls! 
Heather:  That’s what? 
Tamra:  That’s his balls!  
Heather:  Would you shut up! 
(Swimming with Sharks, 2015) 
 
The scene is then spliced with a one-on-one interview where Tamra says, “Is it traditional to 
have your wiener flapping in the wind? I think I like this tradition” (Swimming with Sharks, 
2015). At best, the comments the Tamra makes about the people of French Polynesia are 
insensitive and privileged. At worst, they perpetuate the idea that whiteness is dominant and 
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those who don’t fall into the narrow parameters of the normative are strange, exotic and a source 
of humor. Importantly, both Vicki’s comment about the Tahitian clerk and Tamra’s comments 
about the Tahitian dancers are included within the narrative of the show by editors and producers 
who purposefully portray the women as ethnocentric. Beyond depicting the women as ignorant, 
both instances support the relationship between the channel, Cohen, and the audience by inviting 
viewer criticism and providing Cohen with fodder for WWHL. 
 The term “whiteness” indicates “a set of largely unidentified characteristics and qualities, 
not limited to physical traits” (Dubrofsky, 2013, p. 84). As a franchise that began featuring only 
white women, it is necessary to explore how the specific role of white femininity operates in 
such an environment. For Raka Shome (2001), white femininity, because it is so closely related 
to white patriarchy, is a site “through which racialized patriarchal relations are organized—
through mothers, wives, daughters and sisters” (p. 323). TRH franchise certainly reinforces all 
these roles explicitly therefore ultimately reinforcing white patriarchy. According to Thomas 
Nakayama and Robert Krizek (1995), white dominance in the United States operates through a 
strategic rhetoric that re-centers whiteness by ensuring continued privilege for whites and 
inequality for non-whites. TRH cities featuring all-white casts participate in this contemporary 
rhetoric of whiteness.  
TRH and Bravo have successfully packaged and glamorized the idea of white femininity 
for entertainment consumption. Bravo has commodified whiteness in a successful franchise and 
made an otherwise damaging privilege desirable. As Kent Ono and Derek Buescher (2001) note 
in their assessment of Disney’s commodification of Pocahontas (1995), “…when Disney 
imported the figure of Pocahontas into mainstream commodity culture and reshaped it, new 
meanings were ascribed to the figure of Pocahontas and most older meanings were lost” (p. 25). 
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Of course Bravo is not importing the figure of whiteness into mainstream culture, as it has 
always been and continues to be a dominant media narrative. Rather, Bravo and TRH franchise 
are reshaping and ascribing new meanings to the idea of whiteness and white femininity. TRH 
are cast, edited and produced into a glamorized and aspirational form of whiteness and white 
privilege. Furthermore, even though the franchise has featured casts of different races in the 
short-lived Real Housewives of Miami and the most successful RHOA, it does not mean Bravo is 
invested in a more diverse or less white brand. Instead, Bravo “understands multiculturalism as a 
call to sell a more diverse range of products with no broader commitment to changing the social 
order” (Magnet, 2007, p. 596), made especially clear through its stereotypical portrayal of the 
women on RHOA.  
TRH and WWHL  
 As discussed in chapter three, WWHL began in 2009 as a once-a-week companion show 
intended to follow whichever city of TRH was in rotation at the time. By promising live, 
audience-driven interviews with Bravolebrities, the channel was determined to keep the 
conversation going after episodes had ended. And while the show does utilize live viewer 
questions via phone calls, and recurring commentary/questions to drive topics, the producers and 
Cohen act as curators, shaping the tone and subject matter of the show to highlight the most 
cringe-worthy or controversial moments in any episode. Having noticed this trend early on in my 
viewing of WWHL in conjunction with all TRH cities and episodes, my initial plan was to 
conduct my thematic analysis across the two shows. However, as stated at the start of this 
thematic analysis, this plan was not viable due to the complete inability to access old episodes of 
WWHL. Past episodes of the talk show, further back than about ten episodes, are literally missing 
from the Internet and cannot be bought. Perhaps archiving the show after the show airs live holds 
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little value to Bravo viewers when it is taken out of the context of its intended flow. Regardless, 
the fact that past WWHL are unavailable made my initial goal of putting episodes of TRH in 
conversation with WWHL impossible since I conducted my research after the seasons had aired. 
Therefore I decided to examine a current (at the time of this writing) episode of RHOA’s eighth 
season and couple it with its corresponding WWHL episode in an effort to analyze the events and 
topics Cohen encourages the audience to focus on. In this analysis I provide a general overview 
of the episode, including detailed accounts of the two main storylines, then move on to an 
overview of the corresponding episode, discussing the significance of the events Cohen focuses 
on with his RHOA guest.  
 In episode 13 of the eighth season of RHOA, Jamaican Beef Catty, the women begin their 
vacation to Jamaica under the guise of Cynthia shooting a commercial for her new sunglasses 
line—which could be shot anywhere. Regardless the women end up on a group trip to Jamaica 
where original cast member, Nene, makes a surprise return. Leading off the inevitable trip arc, 
the producers highlighted two significant conflicts, both of which involved Kenya. Before 
leaving for the trip, Cynthia gave Kenya and Kim Fields (of Facts of Life fame) the opportunity 
to produce and direct the sunglasses commercial. When Kenya failed to show up to the informal 
pitch meeting, Cynthia gave Kim the job without telling Kenya, who only found out after she 
arrived in Jamaica. Noticeably upset by this news, Kenya questions Cynthia’s decision only to 
have it dismissed. The other argument involved the return of Nene (which only Cynthia new 
about), Cynthia’s former “best friend.”  In season seven Nene and Cynthia end their friendship 
and Nene leaves the show. Since Nene’s departure Cynthia and Kenya have become very good 
friends, “best friends” according to Kenya. During a dinner that Kenya leaves early, the women 
reflect on Kenya’s emotional state now that Nene is back because it presumably threatens her 
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friendship with Cynthia. Over the course of the conversation, Cynthia tells Nene in front of the 
other women that she is “still getting to know Kenya” and that they are not best friends. Both 
issues—Kenya ‘s disappointment at Kim getting the production job and Cynthia’s denouncing of 
their friendship —are the focus of the episode. 
  Shortly after the women settle into their hotel rooms, the producers film Cynthia and 
Kim meeting with Kenya to discuss the possibilities of Kenya working on the commercial. From 
the start, Kenya is noticeably dismissive of Kim and defensive about why she wasn’t chosen to 
produce and direct Cynthia’s commercials. Speaking to Cynthia about how she believed the 
situation could have been handled differently, Kenya begins talking about Kim as if she is not 
present: “Clearly there is some issue that SHE has.” Kim interjects by saying she has no issue, 
and Kenya turns her verbal attack directly on Kim. After questioning her professional 
experience, Kenya begins to insult Kim by mocking her role on Facts of Life calling her “Ms. 
Kim ‘Tootie’ Fields” and asking, “Did Mrs. Garrett teach you how to talk like that?” The mostly 
one-sided argument continues as Kim calmly defends herself and eventually announces her 
departure. In response, Kenya stands up, walks over to Kim’s chair and physically moves it back 
saying, “Lemme pull your chair for you.” At this point, Kim is noticeably irate and walks away 
mumbling to herself in frustration. Kenya stands up and begins clapping and yelling loudly 
enough for Kim to hear: “The award goes to Kim ‘Tootie’ Fields for best exit in Jamaica!!” 
Throughout the argument, Kenya’s over-the-top behavior invites criticism from both Cohen and 
the viewers, and is framed in such a way that portrays her as not only a sore loser, but as an ultra-
competitive woman unwilling to support the success of others.      
 Kenya also comes across as possessive and confrontational when she finds out that 
Cynthia claimed to be “still getting to know each other” and subsequently denied the status of 
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“best friends” to their friendship. Since Kenya wasn’t at the dinner table when the discussion of 
her friendship with Cynthia took place, producers needed someone to tell Kenya on camera so 
the viewers could see her reaction thereby setting the stage for yet another confrontation. Sheree 
decides (or, more than likely, was encouraged by producers) to stop by Kenya’s hotel room the 
next morning. After some small talk about Nene’s return, Sheree asked Kenya if she considered 
Cynthia one of her best friends and Kenya responds that she does. Sheree then re-counts for 
Kenya the conversation.  
Shocked, Kenya tells Sheree that is going to talk with Cynthia followed by a one-on-one 
interview where Kenya tells the camera, “I think it’s very convenient for Cynthia to deny me as a 
friend now that her former BFF backstabber is back in town. That’s not cool, and it really hurts 
my feelings.” In the next scene, Kenya is filmed entering Cynthia’s room where begins to tell her 
about what she heard regarding last night’s conversation. Cynthia back peddles, refusing to 
admit that she denied the friendship while a clip of last night is spliced in reminding the viewers 
that she essentially did, producing a classic Bravo “wink.” The two argue, first about Nene and 
then again about the commercial, ending with Kenya telling Cynthia that her feelings were hurt. 
Despite the obvious differences between the confrontation with Kim and the one with Cynthia, 
the fact remains that the episode’s narrative arc kept Kenya at the center of the drama by 
portraying her as the villain of the Jamaican vacation, a narrative only furthered on WWHL.  
 At the top of each episode, in his version of a cold open, Cohen announces his guests 
through campy introductions. On this particular episode (Season 13, Ep. 21, 2016), which aired 
an hour after the RHOA episode described above, the guests were Karen Huger of The Real 
Housewives of Potomac (a newly added city) and Kenya Moore. After introducing Karen, 
Cohen’s intro for Kenya started silly and quickly turned serious: “She went in on Ms. Fields, and 
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I’m not talking about a delicious assortment of cookies. From the Real Housewives of Atlanta, 
it’s Kenya Moore! Hi Kenya. Wow, I gotta say, um, you’re a ballsy gal to be here tonight 
because you got a lotta, you got a lotta stuff comin’ at ya on Twitter.”  
After lighthearted discussions with both women, Cohen delves into his standard segment, 
“Here’s What,” a segment where he tells the audience what “three things [he’s] obsessed with 
tonight.” While the last ‘thing’ pertained to Karen being insulted behind her back by a fellow 
cast mate’s boyfriend, the first two were the confrontations Kenya had on the show with Kim 
and then with Cynthia. To begin, Cohen stated his first obsession as the heated argument 
between Kim and Kenya followed by a clip of Kim venting to her husband about Kenya, then a 
live reaction screen insert of Kenya rolling her eyes, and finally the announcement of the 
evening’s poll: “Whose side are you on? Kim or Kenya?”  
Cohen then addresses Kenya, reads several tweets condemning her behavior and asks her 
to respond: 
Andy: We got so many tweets, I just gotta tell you, Kenya. Uh, ‘Never seen a 
bigger bully than Kenya,’ ‘If Kim pulled Kenya’s chair, she would’ve 
called 9-1-1, pressed charges, went to the ER, and some more ‘ish,’ 
‘Kenya is jealous of Kim point blank, period.’ What do you have to say 
for yourself?” 
Kenya: Well first of all, I watched that back and I was mortified. I think it was a 
big mistake for me to pull her chair. It was uncalled for, and it was 
absolutely unacceptable and I do apologize for that behavior. I was in the 
moment. I was just fed up with the b-s, and it’s something that happened. 
But I’m really actually very ashamed of that.  
(Season 13, Ep. 21, 2016) 
 
Without acknowledging her apology, Cohen moves right along to the second thing he’s obsessed 
about, Cynthia’s claim that she isn’t ‘best friends’ with Kenya. After playing back footage that 
clearly shows Cynthia telling the women the exact thing she denied saying when confronted by 
Kenya followed by Kenya’s one-on-one interview where she called Nene a backstabber in 
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reference to her failed friendship with Cynthia. Cohen then reads a tweet from Nene addressing 
Kenya by wondering why Kenya called her a backstabber. Because the women only find out 
what the others have said about them days before the episodes air, premiere nights are often 
riddled with Twitter feuds between cast members calling each other out. Clearly trying to get a 
rise out of Kenya, Cohen asks for a response to Nene’s tweet. Kenya diffuses the situation by 
saying that Nene is only defending herself, which she has every right to do. For the remainder of 
the show, viewer phone in pre-screened questions, one asked how Kenya liked the return of 
Nene; a second asked why Cynthia didn’t tell her Nene was coming on the trip; and a third asked 
what Cynthia’s opinion about Sheree’s romantic relationship.  
Finally Cohen closes the show with the “landslide” results of the poll: “Whose side are 
you on?” with 91% siding with Kim, and only 9% with Kenya. When Cohen asked Kenya for a 
reaction to the poll results, she retorted, “I never win your polls so it doesn’t surprise me.”   
Because Cohen’s “Here’s What” segment sets the tone and agenda for the show by establishing 
Kenya as the villain for the evening, making it clear that her purpose as a guest is to either to 
defend her actions or apologize for them. In TRH, the concept of a villain within each cast is a 
constant and typically changes from season to season. To be a villain, cast members must meet 
only one criterion—have conflict with more than one fellow cast member. For Bravo, the 
advantage to having a villain each season is that it gives viewers something to respond to and ask 
about, while at the same time providing Cohen material for viewer polls, WWHL, and reunion 
episodes. Furthermore, the confrontation and conflict instigated by the villain serves to lay the 
groundwork for competition and jealousy that the channel’s neoliberal and postfeminist ideology 
relies upon to succeed.   
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When a villain is asked to be a guest on WWHL while the season is airing, expectation is 
that she (in this instance, Kenya) will give a hyper-emotional performance, re-hash arguments, 
and be held accountable for arguments she participated in 6-8 months ago during the initial 
filming. In Cohen’s introduction of Kenya and he warns her the Twitter commentary is less than 
favorable focusing the show on Kenya’s behavior and, more importantly, audience’s reaction to 
it. In this way, Kenya’s presence on WWHL becomes a live roast where viewers are invited and 
encouraged to police Kenya’s behavior. Furthermore, the live roast places Cohen in a position of 
moral superiority as he sits in judgment, demanding Kenya explain and defend her actions. 
Because she is a contracted cast member, and because she has been asked to be a guest on an 
episode of WWHL that corresponds to an episode of RHOA where she had a serious 
confrontation with two other cast members, and because Cohen is her boss, Kenya is forced to 
perform for Cohen and the audience live, in the role of the villain. While the convenient 
explanation for Kenya’s roast is that WWHL is simply facilitating viewer questions—and that the 
reactions the audience has are as authentic as the footage they are reacting to—this stance 
absolves Cohen and Bravo of pointed responsibility and distracts viewers from the constructed 
nature of the show, franchise, and network.  
Cohen serves as Executive Producer for each housewives installment. He works on 
storylines with production throughout the filming process by providing feedback in real time. 
When episodes land on his desk he provides post-editing approval before airing. Even before the 
filming and editing processes that constructs the drama between cast mates and defines cast 
members personalities, Bravo and Cohen are responsible for all the casting decisions. They 
select women they know will be outspoken, competitive, stubborn, and likely to be ridiculous, 
put them in situations with other women with similar attributes, and sit back until these real 
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women begin to fulfill stereotypical roles. Once the episodes begin airing and the women are 
defined in their various roles—villain, victim, elitist, entrepreneur, etc.—Cohen brings them onto 
WWHL and reinforces their narrative representational trajectory within the series through curated 
viewer questions that fit the tone and aim of the episode. His own campy take on the drama 
consistently reinforce the women’s behavior, whether good or bad. To be sure, the idea of 
casting predictably controversial personalities and editing footage to create characters is a 
convention of reality programming, especially the docu-soap subgenre. What is unique to Bravo, 
however, is its use of a credible executive turned celebrity host (Cohen) who effectively 
produces and oversees all editing of TRH, and encourages the audience to react and respond to 
specific topics and cast members under the guise of interactive, viewer-driven content.  
Conclusion  
As shown throughout this analysis, neoliberalism, postfeminism and whiteness are 
essential themes to the TRH franchise that ultimately the Bravo brand. Importantly, these themes 
are packaged neatly within the series and marketed to Bravo’s audiences, the Affluencers, 
Aspiring Affluencers, and Anti-Affluencers. The inclusion of the ‘Bravo wink’ serves to distance 
the channel from some of the more clearly frivolous behavior, the constant arguing, privileged 
performance of whiteness, and adherence to the ideals of a postfeminist era. Nevertheless, the 
careful production of TRH franchise presents the lives of these cast members without explicit 
social critique. Because of reality programming’s inherent claims to be based in non-fiction, and 
because its diegesis takes place in our real world, the reality Bravo and TRH present its audience 
are troubling. Furthermore, unlike other channels or networks, Bravo and Cohen are able to 
encourage and engrain these themes through a multitude of online initiatives (blogs, social 
media, apps) and, of course, via WWHL. As made clear through the analysis of a recent episode 
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of RHOA and its corresponding WWHL episode, the narratives of the programs are continued 
through viewers who are pre-selected by producers to reinforce the storylines and 
characterization through their comments and questions. Cohen and his productions ultimately 
highlight the most entertaining and negative aspects of the cast members’ performances (in this 
case, Kenya) by giving them the most attention on WWHL.  
This chapter provides an overview of the generic conventions of TRH franchise. Second, 
I discuss the reception of the series in the popular press, including Cohen’s own assessment. 
Third, I engage in a textual reading of TRH to illustrate how the franchise as a whole exemplifies 
the branding strategy of the network as a post-feminist, neoliberal channel. I engage in a 
thematic analysis of the “trip” episodes since they are a generic convention that occurs each 
season of every city of TRH and representative of trends that appear across the franchise. 
Conducting this portion of my research during the summer of 2015, I chose to use the most 
recent seasons available for both the RHOC and RHOA. Because RHOC is the original series 
within the franchise and RHOA is consistently the most highly rated (Hinckley, 2015). Finally, I 
ended with an analysis that puts an episode of season 8 of RHOA into conversation with the 
corresponding WWHL episode to demonstrate how the talk show works to circulate and reinforce 
specific ideological and narrative aspects of the show. As Cohen claims in the quote that opens 
this chapter, TRH has become “a cultural lightening rod” whose presence and ideologies cannot 
be ignored. In chapter five, I use an online survey to explore audience opinions of both Bravo as 
a channel and TRH as a franchise.  
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Chapter 5: The Audience 
 
“… Bravo fans, more than viewers of other networks and shows, tend to care about Bravo 
programming as a whole and, through forums such as WWHL and reunion shows, have a more 
direct connection to the stars they love to watch.” –Lili Klein, creator of BravoWatch.com  
 
In April 2015, Nielsen’s Social division released the results of a study exploring the 
neurological processes that explain how experiences and responses to TV programming translate 
into Twitter engagement42. According to their report, the company wanted to gain a better 
understanding of why “certain TV programs compel viewers to share their thoughts and 
impressions with others, while others do not.” Since a significant part of Nielsen Social’s 
responsibilities is to measure conversations on Twitter for every program aired across 250 U.S. 
television networks (reports are available to networks and media corporations for a fee just like 
ratings), it makes sense that it would want to uncover the tangible reasoning for contemporary 
trends in social media.  
The study consisted of 8 hour-long programs including the drama, documentary, and 
reality/competition genres. During the live viewing of these episodes, participants’ brain activity 
was measured and minute-by-minute changes in various neurological indicators (emotional 
engagement, memory, attention) were correlated with minute-by-minute changes in Twitter 
volume. While the study does not disclose the names of the programs used in the study, the 
results of the study concludes the genre with the highest amounts of Tweets per minute was 
reality/competition. Nielsen claims the cause of higher engagement is cognitive stimulation:   
It is particularly important  to note that the relationship between Twitter and brain activity 
was strongest when [cognitive functioning] metrics for Attention, Emotion and Memory 
were used in combination, suggesting that the overall salience of content is the driving 
force in Twitter engagement (i.e., people are more likely to be compelled to send Tweets 
about their experiences and impressions when the program content recruits multiple 
psychological processes, effecting change in both subjective experience and brain activity 
                                                
42 Full report available in Appendix G. 
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across all levels).  
Although Nielsen’s focus was exclusively Twitter, it is reasonable to infer that these metrics may 
extend to online/social media communities beyond Twitter. Because Nielsen is committed to 
measuring Twitter data to sell to networks, and because tweets are perhaps the most easily 
quantifiable form of social media (as opposed to comments on fan sites and/or Facebook posts 
that lack hashtags or other algorithm-friendly data), Twitter is Nielsen’s focus. This study by 
Nielsen demonstrates the greater trends within the industry to harness and measure the audience 
via social media and uncover its motivations for participating with television content online. 
These findings also reinforce claims that reality shows (as TRH is) encourage online engagement 
with viewers and in some ways justify the Bravo brand (a network made up of almost entirely 
reality programming) and its focus on the Affluencers, which it defines as an affluent, engaged, 
technological savvy, interactive audience. 
However, throughout my research on Bravo’s programming I’ve wondered how much of 
the participation the network claims to have is reflective of larger Nielsen trends; and, how much 
of it is simply a strategic reflection of Bravo marketing its Affluencer audience. For example, 
Bravo’s live, late night talk show Watch What Happens Live (WWHL) illustrates how viewers 
are encouraged to think their voices are heard and represented in the franchise. During the first 
few seasons of the talk show, the concept of a live, late night talk show based on reality TV was 
a novelty—Andy Cohen was ostensibly allowing the audience to ask his guests anything they 
wanted via live phone calls and streaming tweets. The idea that viewers were driving the 
conversation and tone of the show perpetuated the idea that Bravo’s audience was in control. As 
time went on, however, I realized that instead of neutrally facilitating viewer commentary, 
Cohen acted as a mediator, vetting and selectively choosing viewer questions to suit the mood 
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and narrative of the show. Different from other late night talk shows where producers prep guests 
for the interview and together decide the trajectory of the discussion, Cohen and his team filter 
through viewer questions to drive the tone of the show. As a guest on WWHL you are at the 
mercy of live viewer questions coming in via phone calls and tweets. As demonstrated in chapter 
three in the analysis of a recent episode of RHOA and its corresponding WWHL episode, Cohen 
and his team of producers work to craft a narrative through these questions that also serves the 
ideological and economic interest of the franchise and channel.  
The live nightly polls have their own issues; chief among them is that neither Cohen nor 
Bravo ever reveals how many votes are cast.  As explained in chapter two, the nightly poll 
questions inquire about everything from “Whose side are you on?” (Season 13, Ep. 21, 2016) to 
“Which housewife would you want as your cell mate?” (Season 13, Ep. 57, 2016). Consistently 
reminding viewers at the start or close of each segment to “vote in the poll” via text, Cohen 
reveals the results of the poll at the end of each episode. For example, in the episode analyzed in 
chapter three featuring RHOA cast member, Kenya Moore, the poll question was “Whose side 
are you on? Kim or Kenya?” (Season 13, Ep. 21, 2016). When announcing the results at the end 
of the show—91% Kim and 9% Kenya—Cohen labels it “a landslide” (Season 13, Ep. 21, 2016), 
which is accurate. However, because the amount of voters in the poll are never revealed (and 
never have been), we have no real point of reference as to the breadth of sample that the poll’s 
result reflects. While Bravo would love for us to think 100,000 votes came in and 91,000 of them 
chose Kim, the reality could just as easily be that 10,000 votes came in and 9,100 favored Kim.  
I make this point not to question Bravo’s representation of itself. Instead I highlight it 
because it is a good example of the ways in which digital initiatives that encourage viewer 
participation can inflate the realities of interaction. In other words, although Bravo markets its 
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audience as highly involved, it’s possible that the reality indicates otherwise. Thus, this chapter 
examines the relationship between Bravo, its audience, and digital/social media; and, seeks to 
understand how Bravo aligns with industry trends and Nielsen data. Nielsen remains the 
currency of the ad-centric industry model broadcast and cable operate within, and Bravo’s 
Affluencer demographic breakdown is based on Nielsen data. Because I wanted to study how 
actual viewers match up to Bravo’s marketing, it became imperative to study the Bravo audience 
through primary research.  
By creating a survey designed for self-identified viewers of the channel, I gathered data 
to deconstruct how Bravo’s audiences perceives themselves and the channel compared to how 
Bravo brands its audience and itself. Specifically, my intent was to gain an initial understanding 
of how Bravo’s audience navigates the digital initiatives put forth by the channel, and whether 
their participation aligns with they ways it is marketed by the channel. Because the connection 
between television and social media, especially reality television and social media, continues to 
grow and influence the industry, the dynamics of the audience’s relationship to social media are 
crucial in understanding Bravo’s place within the contemporary television landscape. After 
discussing how the channel brands its audience and creates digital initiatives to further engage 
them in chapter two, this chapter explores notions of surveillance as it relates to RTV and social 
media; Bravolebrities participation in social media; a detailed discussion of the methodology for 
the survey collection; and a discussion of the survey results.  
Surveillance 
Because RTV lends itself to a type of surveillance that invites judgment (Sears & 
Godderis, 2011), and social networking sites perpetuate surveillance (Dubrofsky, 2011b), the 
two are central to Bravo’s success. As a franchise, TRH is dedicated to presenting cast members 
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who operate authentically under surveillance. As Rachel Dubrofsky (2011a) contends, 
surveillance on RTV is acceptable and desirable, and even more effective is the “ability to appear 
under surveillance as if one is not under surveillance, mirroring how one is imagined to behave 
when cameras are not present” (Dubrofsky, 2011b, p. 19). In spite of being under surveillance, 
Dubrofsky (2011b) argues, cast members of any RTV series must perform their emotions and 
identities in such a way that the audience is convinced of the cast member authenticity. In other 
words, “good RTV participants perform not-performing” (Dubrofsky & Hardy, 2008, p. 378).  
As discussed in chapter one, RTV and SNSs rose to popularity alongside each other at the 
turn of the century (Dubrofsky, 2011a). Indeed there exists a logical “evolution from RTV to 
SNSs, in the sense that RTV matured before SNSs emerged on the cultural landscape, with SNSs 
building on some of the ways subjects display the self under surveillance in RTV, especially in 
how RTV habituates audiences and participants to the use of surveillance technologies for 
entertainment purposes” (Dubrofsky, 2011a, p. 114). As is the case with Bravo and TRH, SNSs 
serve as a secondary site of surveillance for viewers since all cast members have active profiles 
(Facebook, Twitter, Instagram) where they post personal information that serves as both 
auxiliary and supplemental to the show’s content. The women cast on TRH utilize SNSs as a way 
to further prove their authenticity to the audience by appearing as transparent individuals. In 
posting photos of their pets, children, romantic partners, and homes, lamenting bad days, sharing 
good news, and promoting entrepreneurial accomplishments, the cast members of TRH work to 
cement their authentic selves online. For Bravo’s digital landscape, a good RTV participant is 
one whose performance does not stop once the cameras are gone, but instead becomes stronger 
with the addition of a social media presence that confirms the authenticity presented through the 
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series. This trend is also reflective of our current televisual moment, where the lines between 
various digital entertainment platforms are increasingly blurred.  
In Television as Digital Media (2011) James Bennett and Niki Strange posit that 
television has combined with digital media to become a new hybrid media form. This hybridity, 
they contend, presents a challenge in that it encourages us to understand television as a form of 
media disseminated across a range of screens, sites and devices. Summarizing our current 
moment, they claim: “As often as we are promised the convenience of the television experience 
‘anytime, anywhere,’ we are equally invited to participate in communities, share television 
moments, watch live now, come home to television, and structure our daily lives around TV” 
(Bennett & Strange, 2011, p. 5). As I discuss in chapter two, Bravo’s network branding embodies 
and takes full advantage of television’s hybridity. Alongside expanding the concept of what 
television is—as both an activity and a physical presence—digital media has provided a plethora 
of outlets for viewers to participate and surveil the personalities and programs they are 
passionate about. Because reality television is a genre that culturally practices and inspires 
surveillance, it is serves to reason that Bravo and TRH strives to inspire an active, online 
audience.  
The generic conventions of RTV are defined as the absence of scripts, sets and 
professional actors; while the popular expectations for the genre are less complicated: real people 
living their real lives in front of a camera. RTV as a genre of television programming is also 
defined by its invitation to surveillance, from networks executives to camera operators and 
editors who create the episodes, to the viewers who find pleasure in tuning in. Indeed as Sears 
and Godderis (2011) suggest, “the very nature of reality TV programming presents the audience 
with the opportunity to judge the actions of those who are being watched and encourages these 
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audiences members to take up the position of surveillant” (p. 183). It is unsurprising that TRH, as 
one of the most popular reality docusoap franchises (whose popularity has grown alongside 
digital and social media trends in television), inspires a viewer-driven presence on a variety of 
social networking sites as well as fan-created podcasts and blog/discussion sites.  
Although Twitter was not created as a companion application for television, the most 
popular hashtags at any given time often relate to television programs (Harrington et al, 2013). 
Referred to as “trending topics,” Twitter maintains a “Trends” list at the top of its site to alert 
users of hashtag-driven topics that are popular in real-time. When a television programming 
hashtag reaches trending status, this indicates to producers and distributors alike that their series 
is being actively watched (at least by those who use Twitter) and, more importantly, being 
engaged with by audiences on social media. Because Twitter has explicitly stated it does not 
intend to replace existing media channels, it is not thought of as a rival technology. Instead, 
Twitter acts as a support to supplementary or complementary activities providing “alternative 
opportunities to contribute more actively to the wider media sphere” (Harrington et al, 2013, p. 
405). According to Wood and Baughman (2012), most studies on Twitter have focused on 
“mining tweet data to provide snapshots of public opinion and behavioral character. However, 
exploring Twitter can also provide a snapshot into the ways that television fans enhance their 
own viewing experiences using social media tools” (p. 329). The most popular TRH cast 
members have more than 1 million followers (Nene Leakes has 1.87 million, Bethenny Frankel 
has 1.47 million), and nearly each time an episode of any city premiers its hashtag becomes a 
“trending topic” during the hour it airs making the social media component of TRH a rich trove 
of data for viewers, producers, and academic researchers. In addition to the instant engagement 
viewers receive with other Twitter users on topics or programs of their choosing, network 
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executives and researchers have access to a “very rich stream of data” that provides a new kind 
of reciprocity between producers and the viewers (Highfield et al, 2013, p. 406). Although this 
dissertation did not explore the relationship between TRH and Twitter specifically, it does pave 
the way for future studies in that area which I plan to pursue.  
Trans-Media Storytelling: Bravolebrities as Social Media Participants  
As discussed in chapter one, Henry Jenkins’ (2006) definitions of convergence and 
participatory culture inform the rationale for this project’s approach to understanding RTV 
audiences and social media. The flow of content across multiple media platforms, and the 
blurring of the lines between media producers and consumers define contemporary television 
entertainment and the Bravo brand. Jenkins (2006) also puts forth the idea of “affective 
economics” wherein “the emotional underpinnings of consumer decision-making as a driving 
force behind viewing and purchasing decisions” are explored (p. 61-2). Because there are a 
plethora of choices available to consumers, the need to quantify and commodify the desires of 
audiences is a primary concern to brands of all types, including and especially niche television 
networks attempting to build their success on brand loyalty. Brand loyalty, as Jenkins (2006) 
notes, “is the holy grail of affective economics” (p. 72), followed closely by “brand 
communities” whose function it is to share information and perpetuate the brand (p. 79). Lastly, 
Jenkins (2006) defines trans-media storytelling as “a story that unfolds across multiple media 
platforms, with each new text making a distinct and valuable contribution to the whole” (p. 95). 
From the reaction blogs TRH cast members are required to write and post to Bravo’s Web site 
after each episode airs, to the social networking sites each woman involved with the franchise is 
expected, encouraged or self-motivated to participate in, TRH integrates a digital component of 
surveillance and invites viewers to do the same. Providing content that encourages surveillance 
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coupled with an increasingly digitally connected social world results in the perfect storm of 
convergence and trans-media storytelling around which Bravo creates and extends its brand.   
As discussed in chapter two, one of the things that makes Bravo and TRH unique within 
the docusoap subgenre of reality television is the use of Bravo’s online blogs to perpetuate its 
textual conflict and bring those narratives into the realm of social media. While dramatic 
confrontations drive the shows’ narratives, the one-on-one interviews with cast members are an 
iconic element of the RTV genre (Dubrofsky, 2011b) that end up adding fuel to the fire. The 
televisual representation of conflict between the women circulates in social media, through both 
Twitter and blogs. Indeed exchanges that happen online between cast members have the potential 
to work their way back to the television screen in the reunion shows or airings of future seasons. 
A prime example of the consequences of building tension between cast members on and off 
screen is the ongoing feud between Porsha and Kenya from RHOA. Throughout season six of the 
series, which aired from November 2013 to April 2014, Porsha and Kenya did not get along and 
actively avoided each other. At the reunion taping, after months of exchanging tweets about each 
other and talking badly about each other in their blogs43, the two came ready and prepared to 
annoy one another—Kenya with props (a scepter and bullhorn), and Porsha with insults. After 
exchanging multiple insults with one another, Kenya accuses Porsha of having cheated on her 
ex-husband, and while Porsha attempts to fire back, Kenya speaks over her using her bullhorn: 
“You are a dumb ho, shut up.” This prompts Porsha to smack the bullhorn away, stand up, and 
approach Kenya, yelling, “I will fuck you up, I will fuck you up.” Kenya stands, inches away 
from Porsha’s face and yells, “Get fired. Get fired.” Cohen gets up to separate the two, but 
                                                
43 Bravo does not archive the cast member blogs, therefore I was unable to pull content from them to support this 
example.  
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before he can, Porsha grabs Kenya’s hair and pulls her down to the ground44. Not only was 
Porsha sent home from the reunion, Kenya filed assault charges against her and she was arrested. 
Porsha, however, did not get fired as Kenya had hoped. Instead, the two continue to maintain a 
contentious relationship, spewing insults at each other any chance they get, even two full seasons 
later.    
Because the interviews with cast members are conducted either during filming or after 
filming is completely finished, producers and editors are already aware of the textual trajectory 
of the narrative. For example, in the RHOC episode Judgy Eyes & Tahitian Skies (2015), the cast 
is filmed attending a game night at Meghan’s home before departing on their group trip to 
French Polynesia. Earlier in the season when Meghan hosted a charity event, Shannon was not 
invited because the two were not getting along. This time, however, Meghan extended the olive 
branch and invited Shannon to her home. As the cast is arriving, a one-on-one interview 
featuring Shannon is shown where she sarcastically says, “I’m so excited Meghan invited me to 
her game night. Yay, I got an invitation this time.” As she begins her second sentence in the 
interview she opens her eyes widely, tilts her head and brings her hands into the frame so the 
viewers can see her clap in faux enthusiasm. Once done speaking, the camera lingers on her as 
she stops, sighs, and rolls her eyes. As is evidenced in this sequence, the interviews exist as a 
means to 1) increase the perception of conflict with cast members commenting and judging 
fellow cast members’ behaviors; and, 2) initiate dramatic narratives in real time that are re-
ignited through online blogs and social media. Since cast members do not see each other’s one-
on-one interviews until they see the final cut of the show about a week before it is aired on 
Bravo, their reactions to the commentary are fresh despite having filmed six to eight months 
                                                
44 A clip of the physical portion of the fight can viewed here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UlsZtnIjCMM  
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prior. After posting mandatory blogs on Bravo’s Web site shortly after the episode airs, fellow 
cast members read each other’s blogs—in order to defend themselves, show support, or simply 
have their point heard—and often post responses to blogs on social media sites, primarily 
Twitter.   
Bravo and all cast members of TRH have a presence on each of the most popular social 
networking sites—Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat—but the most popular venue for commentary 
is Twitter. As discussed in chapter two, Twitter is a microblogging service that allows users to 
send and read messages of 140 characters or less known as “tweets” (Gilpin, 2011). The 
advantage to the hashtags it originated, as Facebook and Instagram have recently taken notice of, 
is that conversations are able grow in breadth yet remain specific when hashtags categorize the 
content. By simply adding a hashtag that pertains to a given city of THR such as #RHOC for The 
Real Housewives of Orange County or #RHOA for The Real Housewives of Atlanta, both cast 
members and viewers who use Twitter can reach a wide audience quickly and efficiently.  
Beyond Twitter, the channel’s trans-media presence is vast and complex. Vice President 
of Digital for Bravo Lisa Hsia and her team run ‘official’ pages and accounts on all social media 
platforms ranging from the channel’s official Web site (bravotv.com) to Twitter, Instagram, 
Facebook, Tumblr and Pinterest. Through these sites, Bravo shares information on its 
programming, Bravolebrities, new blogs, and articles in the popular press featuring cast 
members. In addition to Bravo’s official sites, audiences have established fan sites dedicated 
specifically to news surrounding the TRH cast members45. TRH programs and cast members are 
also covered in the podcast realm through viewer-created content and content developed by 
current and former cast members. On the audience-developed side, TrashTalkTV and 
                                                
45 These fan sites are discussed in further depth in the methods section of this chapter.  
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AfterBuzzTV currently podcast recaps of TRH episodes; while, Watch What Crappens is a 
“totally ridiculous, deep-dive into everything you’re thinking while you’re watching Bravo” 
(Cook, 2016). Featuring two queer men who review TRH and “whatever other crap Andy Cohen 
throws at [them],” Watch What Crappens was recently labeled one of the fastest growing 
podcasts of 2016 (Cook, 2016). Podcast produced by cast members include one hosted by Brandi 
Glanville, a former cast member of The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills, called Unfiltered, and 
one hosted by current RHOC cast member Heather Dubrow’s called Heather Dubrow’s World.  I 
call attention to Bravo’s social media presence—official, cast created, and viewer created—
because the transmedia presence of TRH is integral to the Bravo brand.  
Survey Methodology 
As a means of collecting reliable data, my survey was distributed to self-identified 
viewers of Bravo using dedicated fan sites, so as to tap into the channel’s brand communities46. 
As Muniz & O’Guinn (2001) define, brand communities “carry out important functions on 
behalf of the brand, such as sharing information, perpetuating the history and culture of the 
brand, and providing assistance (to other users)” (p. 247). Therefore, the fan sites through which 
the link to my survey was distributed are some of Bravo’s best brand communities. Through the 
survey, I was able to access viewers who use these brand communities, gather data regarding 
their opinions of Bravo and TRH, and compare them to the way the Affluencer audience is 
marketed by the channel.  
Prior to reaching out to Bravo fan sites, I spent time researching all available Web outlets 
that discussed and covered TRH. Sifting through subreddit sites, dedicated Twitter handles (not 
associated with the network or cast members), Facebook fan pages, and podcasts, I came across 
                                                
46 See Appendix J for survey collection details. 
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Web sites created by viewers for viewers of Bravo. Some sites were specifically focused on TRH 
as a franchise, providing any and all news/gossip about the women’s lives, and some were more 
general outlets covering all of Bravo’s (mostly reality) programming. Some sites were mean-
spirited, poking fun at the ridiculousness of various Bravolebrities including the women in the 
TRH franchise, and some were purely informative, modeled more after a professional special 
interest site.  
Continuing to revisit these pages on a regular basis to familiarize myself with their 
respective content, I became curious about the site creators. One site in particular, presenting 
itself as a professional special interest outlet, featured an “About Us” section that provided the 
story behind the site and contact information for its creator, Lili Klein. After a few e-mails back 
and forth, Lili agreed to complete an e-mail interview with me, which included questions about 
her motivations and interest in Bravo. Admitting she and her family see her blog as a business 
venture47 more than a fan endeavor, Klein states:   
Bravo, as a network, does a fantastic job of creating loyal consumers of their brand. 
Between crafting the vast Housewives franchise and multiple spinoffs to cultivating the 
very term "Bravolebrity", it's clear that Bravo has succeeded at differentiating itself as a 
cohesive whole, rather than a series of individual shows. So, I think Bravo fans, more 
than viewers of other networks and shows, tend to care about Bravo programming as a 
whole and, through forums such as WWHL and reunion shows, have a more direct 
connection to the stars they love to watch. This branding effort by Bravo creates a ready-
made community for online engagement—which is where I come in! (Klein, 2014) 
 
Klein’s observation that the channel has created a “ready-made community for online 
engagement” demonstrates not only Bravo’s public identity as a network, but it also speaks to the 
social identity that Bravo’s audiences have as well. From Bravo’s network executives to trade 
journalists and viewers themselves, many believe that Bravo’s Affluencer audience is motivated 
to go online to engage with programming content and cast members. As a result of my 
                                                
47 Klein is able to make money through offering retailers ad space on her site.  
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conversations with Klein, I decided to contact others like her—site developers creating sites for 
an audience they believed would be driven to participate, or at least visit and use the site as a 
resource. I sent initial e-mails to five fan sites about the survey: Bravo Watch (Klein, 2015), 
Stoopid Housewives (Stoopid Housewives, 2015), The Real Housewives Blog (Alert, 2015), All 
Things Real Housewives (Illig, 2015), and All About The Real Housewives (Jajo, 2015). Three 
responded and agreed to distribute my survey via posting an “entry” with a direct link: Bravo 
Watch, The Real Housewives Blog, and Stoopid Housewives48. 
Stoopid Housewives is an ironic dedication to all things Bravo that pokes fun at the cast 
members, their lives, and the franchise, but The Real Housewives Blog and Bravo Watch provide 
information and gossip without critical or sarcastic commentary. The narrative tone of The Real 
Housewives Blog and Bravo Watch is noticeably different. With its brightly colored aesthetic and 
the channel’s signature talk bubble as part of its logo, Bravo Watch comes across as a large-
scale, professional site that could easily be part of Bravo’s own official site (See Figure 21 and 
Figure 22). Operating as a special interest site with self-produced, short entries by a group of 
Bravo Watch staff writers, Bravo Watch is meant to be a facilitator of resources for “all things 
Bravo.” Lili Klein writes in the ‘About Us’ section of the site:  
Welcome to BravoWatch.com where we’re dedicated to all things Bravo! We’ll keep you 
up to date on all of your favorite Bravo series and stars. From Real Housewives to Top 
Chef and everything in between, we’ve got you covered…. Thanks for contributing to 
our Bravo-loving community! Whether you’re just stopping by, are a regular reader, or 
have added your voice to the discussion by commenting, I hope you find what you are 
looking for. If not, drop me a line. Not sure what’s up with your favorite show and can’t 
find the answer here? I’d be happy to try to get to the bottom of it for you 
(bravowatch.com/about-us/).   
 
                                                
48 Since our initial correspondence and the distribution of my survey, Stoopid Housewives has been made into a 
private blog.  
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Bravo Watch is an intentionally friendly space meant to support and facilitate community among 
fans of Bravo and its programming. Entries vary from newly announced cast members to videos 
of Bravolebrities’ appearances WWHL or upcoming episodes. In addition, Bravo Watch offers a 
full list of Bravo’s current programming line up, premiere dates for various series, and even a list 
of all the channel’s canceled shows.  
 
  Figure 21     Figure 22 
 
Instead of focusing on Bravo as a channel, The Real Housewives Blog is dedicated to 
only the TRH franchise and has a more intimate, grassroots feel. Run by a freelance writer, Cleon 
Alert, The Real Housewives blog is a special interest site that mediates for audiences Bravo 
content instead of producing original articles about TRH franchise. Collecting posts from gossip 
sites like TMZ.com, Inquisitor.com, and People.com, The Real Housewives Blog keeps viewers 
up to date with the latest in TRH world. Alert doesn’t have an ‘About Us’ section on her blog, 
but she does have a small blurb titled “Did I Miss Something?”:  
If you have a tip, heard a rumor, can offer a interview with any of the Real Housewives 
(or their friends/associates, both past and present) or would like to promote anything 
"Housewives"-related on this blog, please feel free to let me know by contacting me at 
sage1924@aol.com. Thanks! (Alert, 2015) 
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As a self-proclaimed fan of TRH, Alert and her site are dedicated to providing readers with the 
latest “news, rumors and gossip on all the ‘Real Housewives” (Alert, 2015), and to supporting 
the brand community that follows and is interested in TRH. Both Bravo Watch and The Real 
Housewives Blog are sites run by viewers who consider themselves fans, and who have turned 
their interest in the channel into a resource for other viewers in the form of brand communities. I 
argue that their target viewers for these two sites are the Aspiring Affluencers viewers who, as I 
discussed in chapter two, find the lifestyle Bravo portrays desirable. Stoopid Housewives, on the 
other hand, epitomizes the sensibility of the Anti-Affluencer who “aspire” to be nothing like the 
cast members they see on Bravo’s programs, who watch ironically with the purpose of making 
fun of the cast members. During the two weeks my survey was available, it garnered 561 
responses from self-identified Bravo viewers. 
Survey Data   
When I first began researching Bravo and its audience in 2011, a plethora of information 
about the heavily branded Affluencer demographic was available to the general public via 
Bravotv.com, the channel’s Web site. However, after completing my survey in July 2015 and 
attempting to re-access the Affluencer landing page that had existed five years prior, I found the 
information was no longer available to the general public. Instead, only a locked portal through 
which registered advertising partners could enter existed. This development is telling for a 
couple reasons: 1) Bravo is no longer in a stage of growth where it feels it needs to make 
materials about its target demographic readily available to anyone searching its site; and, 2) It 
appears Affluencers marketing campaign, while still implicitly part of the channel’s overall 
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strategy is perhaps less explicit than it once was.49 Therefore this section of survey results begins 
by comparing Bravo’s definition of what constitutes an Affluencer with the participants my 
study attracted.  
The Sample Frame 
 As discussed in chapter two, during the Affluencers campaign that followed the 
Leiberman Research Worldwide audience results, Bravo’s audience was described as tech savvy 
viewers between the ages of 18-49 with incomes of at least $100,000/year. The assumption is 
that this audiences skews towards women, single women, gay men, white, and attractive 
(although the latter two are more implicit than empirically verified, as discussed in chapter one). 
Today, based on the information sheets Bravo distributes to potential advertisers, Bravo is the 
number one cable network for affluent and educated adults ages 18-49, and nearly 1/3 of viewers 
have a household income of more than $100,000/year. Furthermore, Bravo viewers are the most 
engaged with social media during live broadcasts for the 9th year in a row, and spend more than 
the average 18-49 year old viewer on a variety of consumption categories including clothing and 
shoes, mobile/tablet, and health and beauty50. In the years since the initial Affluencers campaign, 
the demographics Bravo attributes to its audience have not changed. According to Nielsen, the 
channel still maintains one of the most coveted sect of viewers in terms of engagement, access to 
and adoption of mobile technology, education, and income. Because the most recent data does 
not comment on viewers’ marital status or sexual orientation, I will use the initial campaign data 
as a comparison to my survey respondents.  
                                                
49 Still, a comparison between Bravo’s definition of its Affluencer audience with the demographic and 
psychographic data49 of the participants that completed my survey was necessary for a complete analysis. 
Fortunately, a friend who works in advertising was able to use his media buyer contacts to obtain Bravo’s audience 
information sheets, which advertise the Affluencer audience and break down their demographic and psychographic 
characteristics as collected by Nielsen. 
50 Bravo’s spec sheets are found in Appendix B.  
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Out of the 561 self-identified Bravo viewers that participated in the survey, 90% of 
respondents identified as between the ages of 25-45; 82% identified as “white/Caucasian;” 90% 
were female; 53% were married; 88% identified as heterosexual (9% identified as homosexual), 
and 40% (the largest percent value in this category) reported earning between $40,000-
$80,000/year (with only 20% reported earning more than $100,000/year). Out of these demo- 
and psychographic categories age and race51 strongly correlate with Bravo’s description of its 
Affluencer audiences. In terms of income, Bravo claims that “nearly one-third” of its audience 
has an annual household income of more than $100,00052, whereas only one-fifth of my sample 
frame reported earning that amount. As for sexuality, although the majority of participants 
identified as heterosexual, 9% identified as homosexual and 1% identified as bisexual. While 
Bravo does not report or advertise on the sexual orientation of its audience, 10% is a significant 
portion of my own sample frame and indicates the possibility that Bravo attracts substantial 
cohort of LGBT viewers. In an effort to quantifiably measure the “tech savvy” and access to 
technology of participants, the penultimate question in the survey asked which of the following 
platforms (computer/laptop, tablet, mobile/smart phone) was used most often to participate in 
social media. Out of the 561 respondents, 57% reported using their mobile/smart phones as their 
primary method of social media access, which does correlate to the key marketing idea behind 
the Affluencers that Bravo’s audiences are “always on” utilizing the ultimate in mobile 
technology—personal mobile phones.  
 It is important to note that the pool from which the respondents to my survey came from 
are not necessarily representative of the audience Nielsen measures for Bravo. For one, Nielsen’s 
                                                
51 Although I did not locate explicit data from Bravo that provided The Affluencers racial breakdown, all 
advertising materials insinuated a white target audience.   
52 See Appendix B for Bravo spec sheets. 
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sample, however controversial, is much larger than mine. Secondly, my survey was only 
distributed via three fan sites and therefore did not reach users who primarily interact via Twitter, 
Instagram, or even Facebook. Furthermore, the viewers I reached are presumably highly 
motivated to engage online since they are regularly visiting or following the fan sites that posted 
the link to my survey and may not be reflective of the larger audience. Still the opinions of the 
participants my survey attracted are worthy of analysis simply because they are active viewers of 
Bravo. Instead of attempting to make generalizable claims about the Bravo audience, my study 
seeks to begin to understand the channel’s viewers. Although my sample frame does not claim to 
represent the majority of, or even the average, Bravo viewer, it does tap into the channel’s 
audience, which has not yet been studied within academia. Alongside the coveted Affluencer 
demographic Bravo has long touted as the reason for its success, the tech-savvy and highly 
engaged nature of its audience does align with my own sample frame. However, the majority of 
those who participated in the survey more closely align with the Aspiring Affluencer discussed 
in chapter two—viewers who aspire to the lifestyle Bravo portrays in its programming. In other 
words, the Aspiring Affluencers don’t easily fit the characteristics of the Affluencer, but they 
want to. Although they may not have a household income of $100,000 or more, and may not be 
living a single, urban, or gay lifestyle, the Aspiring Affluencers are interested in pop culture and 
have access to the latest technological trends. This cohort of viewers aspires to be guided “By 
Bravo” and the lifestyles it promotes through it programming. 
 Rather than a fan study, I categorize this study of the Bravo viewers as an audience study. 
Because I look broadly at the motivations and interests of the Bravo audience instead of the 
actual content they produce or distribute, this study seeks to compare the audience Bravo 
markets and the one it attracts. As Jason Mittell (2010) contends, the term ‘audience’ is the word 
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channels, networks, and ultimately the industry uses to categorize and measure viewers. On the 
other and audiences as fans create “interpretations of their favorite television shows to 
extratextual products like wikis, fan fiction, and fan videos” (Stanfill & Condis, 2014, 1.1). I 
define the audience for the purposes of this project as those who watch Bravo and potentially 
interact with its content online, as opposed to those traditionally classified as fans that create 
extratextual content. In the digital era53, especially for Bravo, viewers who interact online are 
nothing out of the ordinary; indeed their participation alone does not mark them as “fans.” As 
Mark Andrejevic (2008) argues, “In an era in which the mass audience is becoming increasingly 
visible thanks to a variety of increasingly sophisticated monitoring technologies, viewers are 
increasingly encouraged to climb out of the couch to embrace a more ‘active’ approach to their 
viewing experience (p. 25). In other words, Bravo’s viewers live in an increasingly connected 
television universe with the means to interact with the content provided by the channel. I argue 
that Bravo’s fans, as the cohort is articulated in academia (Hills, 2002; Jenkins, 1992) are the 
ones who run the self-identified “fan sites” and “fan pages” on Facebook and Twitter, those who 
create the “brand communities” viewers can choose to participate in. The survey used and 
therefore the data collected reflect insight into Bravo’s audience, one the channel claims is 
engaged, active online, and affluent.  
A Surveilling Audience rather than an Engaged Audience 
One of the most interesting findings from TRH section of the survey that most audience 
members and self-identified viewers of the franchise describe themselves as online voyeurs 
rather than active participates in social media discussions that take place around the show. With 
68% of respondents declaring that they “agree or strongly agree” with the statement “I want to 
                                                
53 “Digital era” refers to my own terminology of our contemporary televisual moment, as defined in chapter one. 
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see previews or sneak peaks of the upcoming episodes of TRH” and 58% choosing “agree or 
strongly agree” to “I actively search out information about the cast of TRH personal lives outside 
the show,” it is clear that my sample reflects a solid interest in TRH as a franchise and its cast 
members. Curiously, this does not seem to translate to engaged social media activity with 45% of 
respondents selecting “neutral or disagreed” to the statement that they enjoyed talking about 
TRH series/episodes on social media; 58% indicating they “disagreed or strongly disagreed” that 
it was important to “weigh in on discussions about TRH series/episodes on social media;” and, 
63% revealing they “disagree or strongly disagree” with the statement “I want to interact with 
the cast of TRH on social media.” Confirming audience’s voyeuristic tendencies, 70% of 
respondents “agree or strongly agree” to finding pleasure in observing others (emphasis mine) 
talk about TRH series/episodes on social media as well as learning about the personal lives of the 
cast members outside of the show.  
Additionally, more than half (60%) of participants “disagree or strongly disagree” with 
the idea of interacting on social media while watching an episode of TRH and to purchasing 
books or other products the housewives endorse. However, nearly 30% of respondents chose 
“agree” or “strongly agree” to purchasing products created or endorsed by the housewives, which 
is significant for such a small sample frame. Even if only 30% of the millions of Bravo viewers 
purchased products, it would be enough to encourage the cast members to continue pursuing 
entrepreneurial endeavors. As Jenkins (2006) observes of brand loyalty, perhaps this finding is a 
reflection of the 80/20 rule which states that “for most consumer products, 80 percent of 
purchases are made by 20 percent of their consumer base” (p. 72)      
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 One of the most consistent messages Bravo touts in its marketing materials is that, 
according to Nielsen54, its Affluencer audience is the “most engaged” fan base watching 
television today. From the participants that participated in my survey, only 25% said they 
“agreed” or “strongly agreed” with the claim that they interact with or follow social media while 
watching episodes of TRH. While I am unable to compare that percentage to other network’s 
online engagement, one-quarter of my sample size admits to being highly engaged with TRH 
online, which is significant. Other than results indicating Bravo fans want to see previews 
(available on Bravotv.com through “sneak peaks” on WWHL, distributed by Cohen and cast 
members via social media, and circulated by various online pop culture publications) the results 
of the TRH section in my survey paint the Bravo viewer as an interested, connected voyeur 
instead of an engaged, outspoken Affluencer—an audiences that prefers to surveil the program 
and the social media activity rather than actively participate in TRH community. From my 
sample it is clear there exists a significant demand for content and a genuine interest in both the 
series and the women who are featured on it. However, the motivation to interact online via 
social media is not as common as one may believe when watching Bravo. Because Cohen 
consistently mentions that his nightly poll received “an unprecedented amount of votes” and uses 
words like “everyone” to describe online opinions, it is easy to get the impression that ‘everyone’ 
who watches Bravo engages with supplemental online content.  
The viewers I surveyed like to view supplemental content (previews and sneak peaks) 
and be informed about cast members’ lives outside the show, but their interest in those aspects 
does not correlate to their tendency to use social media to talk about the show. Instead, survey 
participants indicate pleasure in watching others talk about the show online. In other words, they 
                                                
54 See Appendix B for Bravo’s spec sheets. 
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take full advantage of the brand communities created by the fan sites and other social media 
around the show, but don’t actively engage with the content or distribute it further. As Benecchi 
and Richeri (2012) observe, “Watching a television series today means to see it several times on 
different media platforms (TV, streaming, download, DVDs), to discuss narrative developments 
and deepen ones knowledge on the internet, to collect related material” (p.3). Indeed collecting 
supplemental material for television shows is increasingly easy in the digital era, allowing 
viewers to become engaged with material and never requiring reciprocal contribution. While the 
majority of respondents reported that they do not talk about TRH online, nearly 37% of 
participants reported that they do “enjoy” talking about TRH series/episodes on social media.  
When Mark Andrejevic (2008) studied TelevisionWithoutPity.com (TWoP) and its users, 
it was a site that included recaps and forums dedicated to more than three dozen series. 
Deconstructing every aspect of the shows from lighting to character action, TWoP participants 
operated under the assumption that the producers of their favorite shows were surveilling the 
site, ready to use viewer ideas and take their criticism into account (Andrejevic, 2008). In fact, 
Andrejevic’s (2008) survey revealed that users, or “posters” as he called them, agreed that the 
site made TV producers more accountable to viewers. In other words, the viewers who 
participated in the TWoP community knew their labor (ideas and posts) would be seen and 
potentially used by producers. Since I did not ask participants in my survey their thoughts on 
whether their social media posts/responses were used by Cohen and his producers on WWHL, it 
is impossible to speak to their level of awareness. However, Cohen and his producers do surveil 
and utilize viewer commentary/feedback for their own benefit. As demonstrated in chapter three, 
although Cohen serves as a mediator of viewer questions and comments posed via social media, 
the inclusion of audience input serves to drive and perpetuate narratives that benefit Bravo’s 
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brand. Bravo’s model blurs the lines by using Cohen to solicit viewer participation. Because 
Cohen uses his personal social media accounts to ask the audience for questions and comments, 
and because the language he uses on WWHL to encourage participation revolves around the 
rhetoric of wanting to “hear from” viewers, Bravo complicates the relationship between inviting 
participation and exploiting viewer commentary. While all viewers are invited to participate, and 
all types of commentary are welcome, the only ones that make it to air are those that fit the 
narrative Bravo and Cohen are working to maintain.  
What Audiences Like About The Real Housewives 
In the open-ended question of TRH section of the survey, respondents had the chance to 
share in their own words what they liked best and/or least about TRH. After coding the 361 
answers to this query, I identified the three main, non-overlapping55 themes: watching wealthy 
people live their lives lavishly; the intimate study of human behavior—especially the women’s 
friendships and families; and deriving pleasure form the entertainment value of the franchise. I 
labeled those three themes as “money/lifestyle,” “watching women,” and 
“escape/entertainment”.  
In the “money/lifestyle” theme, viewers responded with comments like, “I like seeing the 
extravagance of their lives,” “I like seeing how the ‘other half’ lives,” and “It's a society that I 
have never been a part of so I love how to see how the [privileged] live.” Others mention 
specifically their interest in the beautiful clothes, women, and overall scenery of the show: “I like 
seeing their homes and businesses, as well the places they eat, shop and vacation.” This theme 
directly speaks to Aspiring Affluencer segment of the Bravo audience. While the lifestyle 
portrayed through programming may not be something the Aspiring Affluencers consciously 
                                                
55 These themes did not overlap in participants’ answers. Rather, each participant’s answer contained separate 
thematic references. 
 
 
 
 173 
seek out or explicitly claim they want, I argue that actively enjoying watching the lifestyles 
displayed in the series demonstrates an element of desire. Because the lifestyles of extravagance, 
privilege and excess the women live are foreign and exotic to some audiences, they watch in 
aspiration, daydreaming they too could someday have the same. Indeed I am not alone in this 
observation, as Matthew Gilbert (2011) of The Boston Globe contends: 
“Bravo is built on—buzzword alert—aspirational programming. That is, you watch and 
you want. You want to be famous for being yourself, like Bethenny; you want a tight face 
like, well, everyone, but especially Bethenny; you want assistants and limos. You want 
your baby to be named by a think tank put together by motherhood guru Rosie Pope of 
“Pregnant in Heels.’’ You want to eat at the restaurants and buy cakes at the bakeries and 
purchase arrangements from the florists whose signage is featured prominently—and 
lingered on for at least three seconds—on every show.” 
 
Although I contend in chapter three that Bravo is not a lifestyle network because it does not 
produce explicitly instructional lifestyle programming, it is worth noting that the Aspiring 
Affluencers may view the network as abstractly instructional since there may exist a desire to 
become or possess what they see portrayed in programming. This is a topic worthy of further 
exploration and extends beyond the scope of my dissertation. In my project, this 
“money/lifestyle” theme demonstrates a link to the Aspiring Affluencers and aligns with the 
channel’s lifestyle brand of food, fashion, beauty, design, and pop culture. 
Furthermore, the representation of this specific type of upper class lifestyle perpetuates 
the neoliberal ideology the channel is so reliant upon—that through entrepreneurial endeavors 
and working hard as individuals, great rewards are gained. These great rewards include high-end 
clothing, lavish vacations, multi-million-dollar homes, and perhaps best of all, fame. Not only do 
the women portrayed on TRH have material possessions, they also have the luxury of being a 
Bravolebrity. They are invited to be guests on WWHL as well as other talk shows56, featured in 
                                                
56 Cast members often appear on daytime talk shows like Wendy Williams, Steve Harvey, and Meredith Vieira. 
 
 
 
 174 
magazines, and given a platform to become even more wealthy and known via entrepreneurial 
possibilities (i.e., Skinnygirl Margarita, book deals, clothing lines). Every aspect of their lives—
both shown through the series and in real life—is founded on the neoliberal tenets of 
individualism, competition, and responsibility for personal success. They are cast on the shows 
because of their individual personalities, they are forced to compete with cast members for stand-
out success, and ultimately they are held responsible for how well they are able to leverage the 
opportunity afforded to them.      
The “watching women” theme responses appreciate the sociological aspect of the show—
the behind-the-curtain look at real (non professional actors) people and their lives and 
relationships. While some responses were vague such as, “Seeing human interaction has always 
been a fascination of mine,” or “I like to analyze human behavior and their relationships,” others 
specifically mentioned their appreciation for watching women on television. For example, one 
viewer said, “I like seeing how women try to balance career, personal life and family life because 
it gives me hope that I can do it too!” Another commented,  
I like watching a group of women interact, [deal] with real situations and family 
dilemma. What I like best about the Real Housewives series is its portrayal of ‘women's 
issues’ or other contemporary topics related to gender and sexuality. Although I know 
these women do not represent the average American women, I appreciate that they are 
struggling with and talk openly about some of the same issues that all women face with 
regard to career success and work-life balance, marriage and divorce, pregnancy and 
adoption, gay friends and family, etc. 
 
In the quote above, the participant praises TRH for presenting the audience with a show that 
centers around women and their lives, despite the fact that the cast members are not 
representative of the “average” American woman (i.e., they are wealthy). In each city of TRH, in 
between the conflict, cast members are portrayed as individuals facing various challenges in their 
day-to-day lives. In the past decade viewers have seen careers grow and develop on RHOC 
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through Vicki’s growing insurance business and Tamra’s new gym. They’ve witnessed 
pregnancies on RHOA through Phaedra, Kandi, and Kim, and on RHNJ through Jacqueline and 
Teresa. Viewers have watched the women experience cheating scandals (Shannon, RHOC; 
Cynthia, RHOA), divorces (Vicki, RHOC; Tamra, RHOC; Ramona, RHNY; LuAnn, RHNY), and 
marriages (Nene, RHOA; Kandi, RHOA; Tamra, RHOC). As for issues of gender and sexuality, 
every minute of every episode implicitly covers those topics since the all-women casts 
consistently perform highly feminized and hyper sexualized versions of womanhood.  
The fact that viewers appreciate TRH simply for portraying women and their lives is telling and 
representative of trends in media broadly. I argue that because women are often not made to be 
the aspirational focus of film and television, viewers crave the representation. According to the 
Women’s Media Center, women make up only one-third of major characters in the 100 most 
profitable films of 2014 (Women’s Media Center, 2015). Furthermore, when they are 
represented, the portrayal is less than idea. In a study led by USC sociologist Stacy Smith that 
analyzed more than 11,000 speaking roles on prime-time television in 2012 (Bahadur, 2012), the 
data revealed that the way women are portrayed on television is concerning: 
“In a summary of the study’s findings, the researchers reported that they found a lack of 
aspirational female role models in all three media categories, and cited five main 
observations: female characters are sidelined, women are stereotyped and sexualized, a 
clear employment imbalance exists, women on TV come up against a glass ceiling, and 
there are not enough female characters working in STEM fields” (Bahadur, 2012). 
 
Because positive, inspirational, non-stereotypical representations of women on television are not 
widely available, viewers appreciate TRH and its focus on only real (non-actor) women whose 
storylines can be construed as relatable and even aspirational. Although TRH certainly does 
depict its cast members as stereotyped and sexualized, they are also portrayed as empowered. 
From a neoliberal, postfeminist standpoint, the cast members of TRH are successful 
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entrepreneurs empowering themselves by telling their stories on reality television and taking full 
advantage of the opportunities provided to them in being part of the franchise.  
Within RTV specifically, the representation of women can be seen as even less flattering 
than in scripted programming. As Brenda Weber (2014) asserts, “Reality TV panders in 
reductive stereotypes that reduce women to ‘bitches, morons and skanks…” (p. 8). Largely due 
to the fact that many episodes center around conflict, disagreement, and catty behavior, TRH is 
certainly not immune to the claim. While there is not often explicit name calling that labels the 
women as “bitches, morons, and skanks,” the Bravo ‘winks’ work to highlight the cast members’ 
behavior as bitchy, moronic and even overly sexualized. In spite of this reality, I contend that 
viewers still appreciate that all-women casts, if for no other reason, because representations of 
the women’s lives in the media are limited at best.  
In the last recurring theme, “escape/entertainment,” participants simply report that the 
best thing about TRH is its entertainment value and ability to allow viewers an escape from their 
own lives. Many viewers simply find the show hard to turn away from, interesting to watch, and 
a good way to check out of their daily lives. With responses like, “I love the topics that are 
discussed I totally get into it like talking or yelling at the TV I watch all I wish they were 
longer,” and “It's entertainment that I don't have to think about. I can just lay on my bed when I 
get home from work, turn on any housewives and RELAX!” it is clear that some viewers see the 
show as little more than a pleasurable way to pass time.  
From the channel’s perspective, the consensus that the franchise is entertaining is an 
extremely positive finding. From an academic perspective, the reality that a show about a very 
specific group of neoliberal postfeminist women focused on arguments and conflict is considered 
entertaining is troublesome. When labeling texts like TRH—whose ideological implications are 
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significant—as “entertaining,” the claim that RTV is a genre where ideology can be difficult for 
viewers to identify due to claim of “realness” (Ouellette, 2014) is supported. Because the 
franchise is an undeniable part of our popular culture, the ideologies it distributes cannot be 
ignored. As Laurie Ouellette (2014) asserts, “Reality television is more than just a fad or a 
discreet development in media culture…it [is] the grounds for tracing and examining the 
changing economic, social, cultural, and political conditions in which we live” (p. 3). In a 
moment when women still fight for rights and equality, and when the focus on individualism 
prevents the identification of systemic injustices that work to keep groups of people from 
success, postfeminist and neoliberal ideologies contribute to great lacks of equality across 
society. 
What Audiences Don’t Like About The Real Housewives 
On the opposite end, what respondents liked least about TRH easily stood out—the 
fighting and the scripted nature of the show as “fake” (i.e., not authentic). The commentary 
around the fighting was straight forward: “The constant fighting is tiring,” “I hate all the 
screaming and yelling so [I] don't watch that, I fast forward,” and “I turn them off when they 
fight. I much prefer when they are doing something fun and getting along.” Interestingly, the 
accusation of some viewers that the series is scripted or fake seems to coincide with the drama 
and fighting. Some comments from participants include, “I like least when I get the impression 
that drama is being made up or heightened for the sake of making the show more eventful,” “I 
don't like when events or conflict seem contrived,” and that they least enjoy how “the women 
love/hate each other every week, seems very phony and scripted.” Beyond the conflict, the idea 
that the cast members are fake or inauthentic come from comments like, “sometimes characters 
seem too scripted or too coached to be real humans” and that it’s “hard to believe adult women 
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behave as they do.” The most interesting aspect of this finding is that, as discussed in chapter 
four, the focus of nearly every episode of TRH is conflict and arguments. Still, the majority of 
participants in my survey reported being turned off by the drama between the cast members and 
even called it out as the most inauthentic aspect of the franchise.  
Because viewers have become savvy in the ways of RTV production since its rise to 
popularity in the early 2000s, they have also become increasingly skeptical about the authenticity 
of content (Ouellette, 2014). Therefore, it is not surprising to me that some of the participants in 
my survey found the conflict that often dominates the series to be inflated or contrived. What is 
interesting about this finding is that is polarizes the different kinds of viewers TRH attracts—
those who find the content attractive (Aspiring Affluencers), and those who can’t stand the over-
produced drama (Anti-Affluencers). Perhaps those who believe the drama is “fake” or 
inauthentic are privy to the postfeminist and neoliberal ideologies being disseminated through 
the series’ narratives. In the future, a more in-depth study of Bravo’s audience segments might 
reveal different motivations for viewing the show as aspirational, or even for watching it 
ironically.  
The idea that some viewers are discouraged by the focus on drama and conflict is a 
finding one would not predict based on the content of TRH episodes. In the case of TRH, without 
a narrative focus on confrontations between cast members, there would be less drama to address 
at reunion episodes, less fodder for nightly poll questions on WWHL, and less opportunity for 
Cohen to hold Bravolebrities accountable for their actions. I would argue that, even if viewers 
don’t particularly like the drama portrayed in the majority of episodes, they do like the invitation 
to judge the women’s behavior WWHL and social media. Especially since my participants were 
gathered via fan sites that mostly coverage of the on- and off-screen drama between cast 
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members, there is at least some interest of these participants in the drama. Surely my data do not 
reveal whether a dichotomy of opinion around the drama exists. What this data do reveal, 
however, is that the condoning of confrontational behavior is not universal among viewers, and 
that there may exist some discrepancy between how viewers feel abut TRH and how they feel 
about the supplemental opportunities for engagement around the franchise and the drama it 
creates (i.e., WWHL, social media).  
Audiences Engagement with Bravo, the Channel 
 
 Similar to TRH section of the survey, it was uncovered in the Bravo section that although 
viewers do love Bravo, they are not as active as the Affluencer archetype predicts. Despite 50% 
of respondents agreeing or strongly agreeing that Bravo is their favorite channel, and 70% 
finding Andy Cohen “likeable,” 45% either disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement, 
“I always watch Watch What Happens Live.” Moreover, 75% and 80% of participants chose 
disagree or strongly disagree when presented with a statement about participating in WWHL 
polls and submitting questions to the show, respectively. While 51% of respondents claim reality 
TV as their favorite genre, 81% either agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, “Watching 
Bravo is my guilty pleasure.” What is most interesting about these results is that, like TRH 
section indicates, my sample frame of Bravo viewers does not indicate an overwhelming desire 
to participate in the offerings the channel so highly touts—interactive polls, and even the live, 
late-night talk show itself. That said, WWHL’s ratings prove that there is an audience for the 
show (consistently over 1 million viewers), but the interest may be more reflective of viewers’ 
interest in Cohen than the fact that the show is live and uniquely interactive.  
Because the majority of respondents know who Cohen is and like him, the point I argue 
in chapter three that he is a unique and integral part of the Bravo brand is supported. No other 
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network has an executive or producer that acts as the face of the network as a whole. While some 
may site Oprah Winfrey as having a similar role on her OWN (Oprah Winfrey Network) cable 
channel, the difference is that Cohen does not in any way have ownership in Bravo as a channel. 
Especially now, after stepping down from his position as network executive in 2013 (Kaplan, 
2013), Cohen is an employee of the channel, both as a host and an executive producer on TRH. 
Still, his presence defines Bravo and attracts the audience. Also an interesting finding in this 
section of the survey are the related results that reveal approximately half the participants claim 
RTV as their favorite television genre, yet the majority of respondents (80%) view watching 
Bravo as a guilty pleasure.  
 In an article titled “Why do we watch trashy TV?” that appeared in The Washington Post, 
journalists Charles McCoy and Roscoe Scarborough (2015) argue that people who see 
themselves as part of a higher class are often the ones who find watching reality television hard 
to reconcile. They observe, “In particular, those who think of themselves as ‘cultured’ tend to 
have a negative view of certain ‘low-brow’ contemporary television shows” (McCoy & 
Scarborough, 2015). That said, it is not necessarily the case that the ‘cultured’ audience member 
views reality programming or Bravo as ‘low-brow’. Rather, they are reacting to a presumption 
that the general perception of Bravo is that it produces ‘low brow’ content. In other words, the 
channel’s audience may not see Bravo’s programming as ‘low brow’, but are acutely and 
defensively aware that others do and therefore identify their interest in the channel as a guilty 
pleasure.  
What Audiences Like About Bravo 
In the open-ended question of Bravo section of the survey, respondents had the chance to 
share, in their own words, what they liked best about the channel. After coding the 288 responses 
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to this question, I identified three main themes participants repeatedly mentioned as their favorite 
aspect of Bravo: that it exposed them to different lifestyles and acted as escape from their own 
reality, that the programming had a great variety and is highly entertaining, and Andy Cohen, 
and labeled the themes as “exposure/escape,” “entertaining/variety of programming,” and 
“Andy,” respectively. In the “exposure/escape” theme, participants commented that in addition 
to comments like “[Bravo] [is] a great escape from my own reality” and “It is a fun distraction. 
Takes me away from worries,” responses revealed that Bravo’s programming exposes new and 
different lifestyles. Statements like “It helps introduce you to a possible lifestyle” and “It's a little 
more cutting edge...it gives normal every day people a ‘look inside’ the upper class world where 
we all long to be a part of” all demonstrated that a large part of the appeal of Bravo’s 
programming is the exposure to lifestyles viewers would otherwise never experience. Similar to 
the “money/lifestyle” theme in TRH section of the survey, this theme speaks to the attractiveness 
of the neoliberal ideologies Bravo presents in its programming.  
As self-identified Bravo super fan Kareem Abdul-Jabbar (2013) observes in a piece for 
The Huffington Post, TRH is “a glitzy window into mainstream values, if not mainstream 
lifestyle. It offers more insight into American consciousness than most TV scripted dramas.” 
Indeed the idea that viewers find enjoyment and/or satisfaction in being exposed to the luxurious 
lifestyles portrayed in Bravo’s programming is reflective of mainstream values in and of itself. If 
one finds pleasure in viewing this kind of content, it is not illogical to assume that the viewer 
therefore places some value in that which the text represents. In other words, even if the viewer 
does not consciously aspire to have the wealth or lifestyle presented through the programming, 
s/he still views it as interesting and perhaps entertaining to daydream about. This notion of 
daydream coincides with the “escape” aspect of this theme, allowing viewers to step outside their 
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own realities and imagine a world where, at the very least, money and beauty are no longer 
concerns. Just as Bravo perpetuates postfeminist and neoliberal ideologies through programming, 
it is those exact values that may act to draw viewers initially. The dissemination of the channel’s 
neoliberal, postfeminist content, then, is cyclical in nature; viewers are draw to it because they 
find enjoyment in it, and thus their values are reinforced through programming.  
In the second theme, “entertaining/variety,” respondents emphasized again (as they did in 
the open-ended question of THR section) that Bravo’s programming is simply mindless 
entertainment. As one participant argues, “Bravo is a [Reese's] peanut butter cup for the mind. 
[It] has no nutritional value but tastes so good. Mindless TV to veg out on and analyze where we 
[went] wrong as humans but not care.” Another admitted, “Obviously it's entertaining. They get 
you hooked on these people's lives.” As for the channel’s programming, while a few participants 
commented on the fact that they love reality programming generally and are therefore drawn to 
Bravo, many called out the variety of shows the channel offers. From simply stating, “I like the 
variety of shows” to “[There’s] something for everyone. [I’m] loving that there is scripted series 
now. I love shows like top chef too.” From these responses, it is clear that some viewers of 
Bravo watch more than just TRH, and in fact value the type of programming the channel offers. 
In a time when viewers are increasingly segmented across channels and platforms, the fact that 
viewers engage with multiple programs in Bravo’s lineup is telling. Clearly the lifestyle brand of 
programming the channel offers is in demand, in addition to its most popular franchise, TRH.  
While it may be easy to write off the cultural importance of Bravo, TRH, or its audience 
because of the assumption that it is escapist or mindlessly entertaining fare, doing so is a 
mistake. When Janice Radway (1983) conducted her study of housewives who read ‘trashy’ 
romance novels, she found that the novels actually helped women to momentarily escape the 
 
 
 
 183 
realities of oppression and patriarchy, which was a positive outcome. In Christine Geraghty’s 
(1991) book, A Study of Prime Time Soap Operas, she reminds us that the word “soap” was, for 
many years, “a term of derision, an expression which implied an over-dramatic, under-rehearsed 
presentation of trivial dramas blown up out of all proportion to their importance” (p. 1). As 
discussed in chapter three, Cohen has referred to TRH as the “modern day soap opera” (Giddens, 
2014). In addition to TRH being closely related to the soap opera with its focus on melodrama, 
the franchise is also part of the RTV genre, often dismissed as a “guilty pleasure” or “trash TV”. 
Combining these classifications with the finding that some viewers find Bravo’s programming to 
be “mindless entertainment” may encourage some to assess Bravo as unworthy of study. 
However, precisely because TRH act as a modern day version of the feminized soap opera genre, 
and because RTV is typically written off as illegitimate or lacking veracity, the channel and its 
audience must be studied. It is imperative to continue to examine, as I have done throughout this 
project, the ideological consequences of engaging with this type of media.      
In the last theme, “Andy,” viewers commented on the host’s appeal, confirming his 
unique presence as the face of the network. Some participants simply praised his presence with 
comments like, “Andy Cohen is the best part of Bravo,” and “Andy Cohen is a television genius 
and all around likeable guy. Plus Wacha57.” One response praised his accessibility saying, “[I] 
love how accessible Andy seems. He is everywhere, and is not afraid to answer any question 
about his shows.” Lastly, one participant observed that although Cohen has become a celebrity in 
his own right over the last few years, he maintains his likability: “I love Andy Cohen because he 
could be an arrogant ass due to the fame and he isn't. He is still as real and normal as he was 
                                                
57 Wacha is Cohen’s dog, who he rescued in 2013 and has become incredibly attached to. In fact, his second 
memoir, The Andy Cohen Diaries: A Deep Look at a Shallow Year, in part, chronicles his adoption of Wacha and 
their burgeoning relationship. Wacha has his own Instagram account and often appears during the final segment of 
WWHL.  
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when he first started.” The fact that viewers feel they can comment on Cohen has “accessible,” 
“real” and “normal” speaks to the effectiveness of his presence on the channel. Besides being the 
only host/producer of his kind on cable television, Cohen is extremely accessible to fans via his 
numerous social media accounts. With active on Twitter (@Andy), Instagram (@BravoAndy) 
and Facebook, Cohen’s personal life is seamlessly blended with his professional persona. Not 
only does Cohen solicit viewer questions for WWHL and reunion shows via social media posts, 
he shares pictures of his personal life including his dog and his vacations. Furthermore, as 
discussed throughout this dissertation, Cohen also takes on entrepreneurial endeavors outside 
Bravo like his two memoirs and recently established Sirius XM channel, Radio Andy. Much like 
a cast member of TRH, Cohen is a true Bravolebrity who viewers acknowledge and are able to 
connect with via social media. 
Conclusion 
Because our contemporary moment has created an increasingly segmented audience, and 
because the digital era provides a plethora of outlets for viewers to consume supplemental 
television content, studying the audience is no simple task. Indeed, it is difficult “to 
study television fans meeting on the Internet and building communities: studies often remain at 
the theory level and can rarely document how fans discuss and take possession of the television 
programs they are devoted to, or the ways they interact with TV producers” (Benecchi & 
Richeri, 2012, p. 2). While the data collected through this study reveal trends and support claims 
made throughout my dissertation, I understand that they are not generalizable to the breadth of 
the Bravo audience. In conducting this survey, I realize that I only scratched the surface 
understanding the Bravo audience. In fact, understanding how the audience functions online 
through content analyses or various fan sites, Twitter feeds, Facebook pages, and even viewer-
 
 
 
 185 
created podcasts could easily be a dissertation on its own. However, in coupling my study of 
Bravo’s audience with a thematic analysis of TRH and a thorough examination of the channel’s 
brand, this project provides an integrated approach indicative of the way television must be 
studied in the digital era. 
As mentioned throughout this chapter, there are limitations to my survey and its reach. 
First, only 561 Bravo viewers took my survey, which was available online for two weeks. While 
that is a respectable number for a small-scale survey, it is ultimately too small a sample frame to 
establish widely generalizable conclusions. Second, the outlets used to gather my sample did not 
lend itself to a representative set of viewers. Since the survey link was distributed by online fan 
sites, the potential reach was very specific and only included Bravo viewers who were already 
following, or regularly visiting, those three fan sites. Third, my survey did not include questions 
about the cast members or the individual series within TRH franchise, which would be a helpful 
insight to gain, especially in conversation with the other aspects of my project. In fact, as the 
final question in my survey, I offered participants the opportunity to reveal anything else I may 
have missed about Bravo or TRH. From the 99 responses, there was one clear area many would 
have liked to report on: which cities of TRH they watch, and the individual cast members. With 
comments like, “I think there should be online surveys to question the likeableness of individual 
housewives from the various shows” and  “I think you should have asked questions about 
specific shows or cast members as I know lots of people love New York or OC but hate Atlanta 
or New Jersey” it was evident that viewers were ready to speak on the women featured in the 
franchise. Finally, one respondent admitted a question asking about cast members would have 
been difficult, presumably because they watch most or all the cities: “Why didn't you ask me 
what my favorite city was and my favorite character! Cause that would have been one hard 
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question. Well, I guess if I got a [favorite] character in each city I could do it.” From these 
responses, it is obvious that viewers of TRH are indeed interested in sharing their opinions on the 
woman and the cities they watch and enjoy. As discussed in chapter three, the cast members play 
a significant role in perpetuating the Bravo brand and a better understanding of how the audience 
views specific women and cities within TRH would only make my project stronger. 
In this chapter, I discussed surveillance as it relates to RTV and social media, how 
Bravolebrities participate in social media, the methodology for my survey collection, and 
analyzed the data gathered through my survey. In doing so, both segments of the audience I 
argue Bravo attracts—the Aspiring Affluencers and the Anti-Affluencers—were identified and 
trends among viewers were uncovered. The following and final chapter ties the analyses of the 
preceding chapters together and provides a conclusion to the dissertation that articulates the 
current televisual moment focusing on how Bravo fits within the digital era, contemporary TV 
landscape, and the potential implications of the channel’s success.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 
 
“I actually believe that television directly effects the moral, political, social, and emotional need 
states of our nation, that television is how we actually disseminate our entire value system58.” 
—Lauren Zalaznick, Former Bravo President 
 
Although the death of television broadly and cable specifically has been lamented for 
years, 2015 added fuel to that fire and even predicted reality television’s slow-burning end 
(Adalian, 2015). Cable system providers reported their worst-ever drop in subscribers (Spangler, 
2015) cementing the belief in the threat that alternative platforms like Netflix, Hulu, and Amazon 
Prime pose. New York Magazine’s entertainment site, Vulture.com, even questioned the ability 
of reality television to sustain itself alongside growing, quality scripted programming (Adalian, 
2015). While the debate of what defines and sustains the television industry are at an all-time 
high, the fact that an abundance of quality, or complex television available on multiple platforms 
is threatening the life cycle of cable and reality television is clear (Adalian, 2015; Spangler, 
2015). Yet somehow Bravo, a niche cable channel that relies almost exclusively on reality 
television, continues to experience reliable and significant growth (Nielsen, 2016). Throughout 
this dissertation, I explored Bravo’s brand, programming, and audience. In this conclusion, my 
aim is to provide contemporary insights about the current state of television as an industry, and 
to address how Bravo has solidified its spot in our contemporary television landscape through a 
specialized brand that extends beyond digital initiatives. As the opening quote by former Bravo 
executive Lauren Zalaznick insinuates, Bravo’s brand of programming presents, cultivates, and 
effectively markets a very specific value system, especially through its most successful franchise, 
The Real Housewives.      
 
                                                
58 Former Bravo President Lauren Zalaznick made this statement during a TED Talk in 2010: 
https://www.ted.com/talks/lauren_zalaznick?language=en  
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Peak TV 
There is no doubt that this is an exciting time in television history. From Breaking Bad to 
House of Cards, scripted programming is more widely available than ever before, both in quality 
and quantity. Some media critics have labeled this period the “Platinum Age” (Goodman, 2015), 
and even “Glut TV” (Sheffield, 2015), but one moniker has made bigger waves than the others. 
In a speech to the Television Critics Association in August 2015, John Landgraf, CEO of FX 
Networks and FX Entertainment, asserted this definition of our contemporary era:  
My sense is that 2015 or 2016 will represent peak TV in America and that we’ll begin to 
see declines coming the year after that and beyond. For programmers, this bubble has 
created a huge challenge in finding compelling original stories and the level of talent 
needed to sustain those stories. It’s also had an enormous impact on everyone’s ability to 
cut through the clutter and create real buzz (Goodman, 2015).  
 
In other words, Landgraf sees “Peak TV” as problematic for the industry in terms of driving up 
production costs and a thinning talent pool at all levels (Littleton, 2015)—there is simply too 
much good television to possibly maintain the current rate and quality of production. Of course 
the inevitable ripple effect when programming begins to weaken is a lack of ratings, which 
creates a lack of advertiser interest, ultimately creating a decline in revenue for networks, cable 
channels, and their parent conglomerations.  
 A year prior to Landgraf’s heavy claims, The New York Times’ David Carr (2014) 
observed that television programming had become much more than the water cooler fodder of 
past decades. Instead, he says, the conversations around television shows are now “high-minded 
pursuits” with intricate narratives more akin to books than the programs that defined television’s 
original Golden Age. This idea perhaps gives way to and surely supports Landgraf’s claim that it 
has become increasingly difficult to “cut through the clutter and create real buzz.” Add to this the 
fact that this plethora of quality programming has more potential distribution platforms than ever 
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before and landing a hit that the audience watches, talks, and ‘buzzes’ about is less and less 
attainable.  
Despite ongoing discussions within media studies over what actually defines ‘quality’ 
television, media scholar Jason Mittell’s blog entry on the subject summarizes the concept 
concisely:  
Quality television’ is most usefully understood as a discursive category used to elevate 
certain programs over others, with such programs united less by a formal or thematic 
elements than a mark of prestige that reflects well upon the sophisticated viewers who 
embrace such programming. Historically in the U.S., quality television was rhetorically 
crystallized in opposition to the ‘vast wasteland’ of lowbrow, interchangeable formulaic 
programming, with the term reaching its highest profile in the 1980s to celebrate, and 
lobby for the continuation of, programs like Hill St. Blues and Cagney & Lacey (Mittell, 
2011).   
  
Importantly, for Mittell the term ‘quality television’ is not a new name for a genre of 
programming, but rather a way to mark a series as worthy of our collective attention—whether in 
the form of online buzz or critical deconstruction. In fact, being placed into the category of 
quality television says more about what the program is not than what it is. Quality programming 
is not formulaic, it’s not a ‘guilty pleasure,’ and it is not reality television. Programs of this 
caliber reward viewers for watching, both through the complexity of the narratives and the 
cultural capital obtained from being ‘in the know’ (Mittell, 2011). With shows like AMC’s Mad 
Men (2007-2015) and Breaking Bad (2008-2013), two of the most critically acclaimed shows on 
cable in the 2000s, it seemed that cable channels had every opportunity to dominate the quality 
television game and keep the traditional television model in place, until Netflix began producing 
original content.  
 Debuting House of Cards in 2013, Netflix has found continued success and proven itself 
an effective competitor in the realm of original and quality programming. In 2016, the streaming 
service aims to ramp up production of dramas, comedies and miniseries to more than double its 
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output from 2015 (Robinson, 2015). Claiming more than 62 million subscribers and seeing 
continual quarterly growth (Sharf, 2015), it is increasingly hard for cable providers to ignore the 
fact that Netflix is honing in on its previously monopolized territory. Adding to cable’s 
frustration is the fact that Netflix famously does not make viewership details (i.e., ratings) public. 
So while the streaming service maybe siphoning some viewers away from the broadcast and 
cable channels, there is no quantifiable measure of this competition to compare traditional 
Nielsen numbers against. In an attempt to push back against the dominance of streaming, NBC 
Universal’s president of research and media development Alan Wurtzel commissioned a 
partnership with a San Francisco tech firm called Symphony to measure Netflix viewership via 
audio content recognition technology (Littleton, 2016). Loaded onto users phones, the 
technology captured the soundtrack of the program and reported the viewing habits of the 
15,000-viewer sample size. In a 35-day period, Netflix series like Jessica Jones and Master of 
None received an estimated 4.8 and 3.9 million viewers, respectively (Littleton, 2016). In what 
he called a “Netflix Reality Check,” Wurtzel says he wanted to provide a general sense of the 
audience size these buzz-generating programs are attracting (Littleton, 2016).  
 While Symphony’s numbers don’t reflect ratings that blow broadcast or cable 
programming out of the water, they substantiate the claim, and perhaps more so the fear, that 
streaming alternatives are without a doubt garnering significant amounts of viewers. However, 
the experiment also raises a question that has plagued the industry for many decades—how 
accurate and effective are ratings? Has what we’ve come to label ‘buzz-worthy programming’ 
become more lucrative than, say, first-season Nielsen ratings? In a 2015 piece aptly titled, What 
Will the Future of TV Networks Look Like? journalist Josef Adalian discusses the idea that 
network executives may be catching on to the idea that series that are talked about might prove 
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more lucrative than those that are mere audience draws. This is not to say ratings don’t matter, 
surely they remain the currency of the mainstream television model. Instead it seems that 
networks’ and channels’ eyes have been opened to the fact that if quality programming is left 
available to consumers and buzz continues to grow, viewership of the series may increase. 
Because Netflix and other streaming platforms have the ability to leave programs ‘on the air’—
and no reason to take them away—they allow series the opportunity to gain a following and 
subsequently recoup production costs, even if not right away. More than before, network 
executives, especially on the cable side, are giving series longer opportunities to find the 
audience instead of making the quick decision to ditch a show whose numbers aren’t strong from 
episode one. Especially if shows are gaining the attention of passionate fans in various online 
communities, the potential exists for an eventual payoff. As Adalian observes, “…networks have 
concluded that if a series can bolster a network’s brand or bring it much-needed buzz and 
attention—no small feat in the age of never-ending TV—that maybe its worth keeping 
around…” (2015).  
 Just as streaming and on demand services have taken cues from traditional television 
models, it seems the relationship has proven mutually beneficial. However, all these changes 
continually beg the question—what is the new definition of television? In a piece for The 
Atlantic (2015), several writers respond to Landgraf’s “Peak TV” speech. Megan Garber 
describes television as “basically, just serialized video content” and “whatever consumers will 
watch” adding that she doesn’t necessarily agree with the “Peak TV” era, seeing it rather “More 
like a slow evolution—an expansion of how we think about ‘television’ as a medium” (Garber et 
al, 2015) With so many uncertainties about the future of both the traditional television model and 
streaming services’ influence on it, one thing is certain—viewers are willing to pay for good 
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content (Garber et al, 2015). As part of Landgraf’s speech, he addressed the fact that regardless 
of how the technology evolves what will become increasingly important is branding (Garber, et 
al, 2015). More than the platform where programs are airing, consumers are judging services, 
networks, and brands on past performance and returning to platforms and channels whose 
content they trust and find pleasure in.  
If successful television in the twenty-first century is defined as buzz-worthy content with 
a co-dependency on branding, it’s easy to see what Bravo is doing effectively. What is 
overlooked, however, is the fact that because Bravo’s programming sits in direct opposition to 
‘quality’ television, it is less often taken seriously. Not to say that Bravo’s series, especially 
TRH, aren’t covered in national publications or discussed in text books, but rather that both 
Bravo and its content are often written off as lowbrow, formulaic, non-complex programming, 
distancing the channel and its brand from any real influence in today’s televisual landscape. 
However, as has been argued throughout this dissertation, Bravo is a continually successful 
channel and brand whose programs, especially TRH, have proven to be pop culture phenomena 
with staying power. In a moment where the demise of the traditional cable bundles and too much 
good television is at the forefront of conversation, Bravo has utilized the digital era to its 
advantage and effectively branded its postfeminist, neoliberal programming to its audience. 
What follows is a summary of Bravo’s buzz-worthy brand and a discussion of how TRH further 
acts to circulate neoliberal and postfeminist ideologies through its embodiment of some of the 
most negative aspects of RTV. 
Buzz-Worthy Bravo 
 As discussed in chapter three, what makes Bravo stand out as a brand is its ability to 
combine the centrality of the segmented audience, which was well established in the multi-
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channel era, with modern trends like the increasing technological integration between television 
and the social media sphere. When Bravo’s digital strategies are covered in trade press, the focus 
is on the launching of apps like Bravo Now or transmedia storytelling devices like web series or 
YouTube clips (Dawn, 2014). These initiatives likely garner the most attention because of the 
more direct cause and effect—downloads and Web site hits are easily packaged for advertisers 
and translated into profit. Therefore, these potentially profitable endeavors that push the digital 
envelope are the ones the industry and popular press have an interest in tracking and 
understanding. Because the majority of television’s potential audience is spending their time 
online, finding a way to integrate the two is consistently top-of-mind. Broadcast networks, cable, 
and premium channels alike are desperate to find ways to encourage their audiences to talk about 
and interact with their content online—they want buzz-worthy content. Just as Landgraf 
predicted, the future of cable television, and most streaming video content for that matter, lies in 
the hands of those who can create the most talked-about series. More and more, executives and 
producers are finding the advantage to having a smaller, more active audience rather than a 
larger, disengaged one.   
 In the realm of smaller, more active audiences, Bravo is certainly at the forefront. Not 
only does reality programming lend itself to participation through the invitation to judgment 
(Sears & Godderis, 2011), the digital strategies Bravo consistently implements to keep its 
audience engaged are noticed within the industry59. As content marketing company, Contently, 
writes in an article profiling Bravo’s digital media strategies, “The one-screen, one-way cable-
programming paradigm is old-fashioned, and recent moves by Bravo point to a new wave when 
it comes to audience behavior” (O’Brien, 2013). The piece praises Top Chef’s companion web 
                                                
59 This is further supported through awards and nominations Bravo’s digital team has achieved, which are discussed 
in chapter three.  
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series, Last Chance Kitchen, for “breaking narrative ground,” claiming that the initiative goes 
“beyond just voting for a winner—its producers are making transmedia storytelling. Bravo 
pushes its audience to the Internet to find out how episodes end, and it pulls them into a 
conversation about how a show should end” (O’Brien, 2013). Of course, not all or even most of 
Bravo’s programs are competition-based, and therefore don’t contain explicitly formulaic 
content like voting and predicting a season’s end, through which the audience can invest itself 
and demonstrate participation. Instead, the cast members in docu-soap reality programs like 
TRH, and most of Bravo’s other series, have to be captivating, polarizing, or both to elicit online 
engagement. In many ways, Bravo’s digital initiatives are logical companions to the neoliberal, 
postfeminist series and characters the channel creates to sustain its lifestyle brand and attract an 
audience. Ultimately the risk Bravo has taken in depending nearly entirely on RTV programming 
has brought it great success and established the channel as a trendsetting cable network.  
 I argue that the popularity of TRH has inspired VH1’s creation of two programs centered 
on the lives of wealthy wives: Basketball Wives (2010-present) and Mob Wives (2011-present). 
The success of WWHL seems to have prompted cable network AMC to produce live after shows 
following its most popular series: Talking Bad which aired after Breaking Bad, and Talking 
Dead which aired after The Walking Dead. Hosted by Chris Hardwick, both shows were driven 
by viewer questions and aired live. In February 2016, Khloe Kardashian of the E! network’s 
infamous Keeping Up With The Kardashians (2007-present) debuted her own late-night talk 
show centered around drinking with famous friends, Kocktails with Khloe, which she admits was 
inspired by the casual, friendly environment on WWHL. Additionally, the idea of the branded 
audience seems to be catching on following the success of the Affluencer campaign. In January 
2016, ABC Family rebranded itself as Freeform and labeled its audience “The Becomers”—
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millennial viewers who grew up watching ABC Family whom the channel has dedicated itself to 
keeping up with.     
By no means the largest, most powerful, or most talked about cable channel in rotation 
today, I do not contend that Bravo has all the answers. Instead, what makes the channel notable 
is its continued success with implementing modern strategies—live, late-night talk shows, a 
heavily branded audience cohort, interactive applications and web series60. At the heart of all 
these things, however, lies an aspect of the brand that revealed itself to me only after working on 
this project for years. In addition to all the industrial aspects of the brand discussed in the 
preceding chapters, the heart and soul of the Bravo brand has revealed itself to be a hodgepodge 
of some of the most damaging aspects of the reality programming genre.    
The Best of the Worst  
It has often been argued that in following the instruction of the FCC to serve the public 
interest, television fulfills its democratic function as a medium that gives the people what they 
want. What we want, of course, as often argued by the industry is measured in ratings that 
ultimately dictate what stays on the air and what is taken off. Through my work in this project, I 
have looked at Bravo from a branding, programming, and audience perspective using TRH as my 
running example. Although I came into the project aware of Bravo’s postfeminist and neoliberal 
portrayals of women, I ended acutely aware of many other troublesome aspects of the channel’s 
programming.  
Although RTV as a genre of broadcast and cable programming has come to be 
categorized and popularized as such in the twenty-first century, its roots can be traced back to 
one of the most classic formats of early television, the talk show. As discussed in chapter one, 
                                                
60 Bravo’s Web series include Ask Andy, Last Chance Kitchen which accompanies Chef, and the WWHL After Show.  
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one of the keenest observations of the exploitation embedded in that format comes from Laura 
Grindstaff’s (2002) work on talk shows of the 1990s (Jerry Springer, Jenny Jones, Maury 
Povich, etc.), and her identification of “the money shot.” Speaking specifically about the 
emotional performance guests are expected to take part in while being featured on such talk 
shows, Grindstaff astutely compares the emotional climax—crying, yelling, or breaking down in 
some form—to the way sexual climax is portrayed in pornography. While Grindstaff may have 
not realized it at the time of her writing, this observation could be applied to nearly all reality 
programming, especially TRH. As discussed in chapter three throughout the thematic analysis, 
the women’s performance of emotive behavior is a central to nearly every episode of each of 
TRH iterations. If the narrative focus is not the stereotypical representation of females failing to 
form healthy, communicative friendships, then plots revolve around other emotionally fraught 
topics such as divorce, financial troubles, behavior problems with the women’s children, failed 
business ventures, or strained familial connections.  
The focus of WWHL cements the value placed on the women’s emotional performances. 
In Cohen’s reliable opening segment, “Here’s What,” where three things he is “obsessed with” 
that day are shared, any source of conflict or emotional strife that has aired on that evening’s 
housewife installment will (re)appear. Beginning his three points with phrases like, “Tonight on 
Beverly Hills we saw Taylor break down over the death of her husband…” or “Tonight on 
Orange County we saw Vicki and Gretchen fight to the death at a bunko match…,” Cohen re-
hashes the conflict and forces his guests—usually a cast member involved in the drama he’s re-
airing—to reprise her emotional performance by responding to the clip. Often times, the probing 
questions Cohen asks the cast member involved in the drama encourage her to respond to the 
other women involved in the conflict. Either through defending her own actions or through a re-
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iteration of how wildly unacceptable the behavior was, the cast member’s comments typically 
serve to reignite the argument through Twitter, Facebook, or Instagram posts, and at rare times, 
the non-present cast member being discussed calls into the show to defend herself.61 Despite the 
drama being 6-12 months in the past, the women are encouraged and rewarded for performing 
and re-performing their proverbial “money shots” both on the show and on live television in 
front of one of their bosses. Because conflict on the show is seen as “having a storyline,” the 
women seek to benefit from these emotional performances, regardless of consequences in their 
personal lives. Additionally, WWHL nightly poll questions often revolve around whatever 
tension is being featured between a given city’s cast members. Straightforward questions like, 
“Whose side are you on?” provide yet another avenue for viewers to critique the wives’ behavior 
and see her reaction in real time.  
Unlike the talk show guests of the 1990s, the women of TRH don’t have the luxury of 
viewers forgetting their breakdowns and yelling matches once a new show airs and another guest 
is set up to perform the “money shot.” These women live and perform the emotion in real time 
while filming, again when the show airs, and once more during reunion shows. Reunion episodes 
are typically some of the most highly rated of the season due to heavy conflict and guaranteed 
emotional performances. Bravo first reunion show caught viewers up after the end of the maiden 
season of The Real Housewives of Orange County in 2006. The episode, extremely casual, 
featured the women of the show sitting in Vicki’s backyard in director’s chairs being interviewed 
by an awkward, noticeably green Cohen. The reunion featured the women responding to viewer 
feedback and Cohen’s questions, giving updates on drug-addicted children, and petty arguments 
between several cast members, and debuted to rave reviews. In fact, hosting reunion shows are in 
                                                
61 During the first season of WWHL, Kim Zolciak called in to scream at guest Nene Leakes: 
http://www.bravotv.com/watch-what-happens-live/season-1/videos/the-phone-call-kim-confronts-nene  
 
 
 
 198 
part what helped Bravo’s then-president Lauren Zalaznick make the decision that Cohen could 
and should be in front of the camera more regularly. He was able to talk to the women easily, 
was passionate enough to share his opinions without regret, and most importantly, was able to 
stir the pot in such a way that almost always resulted in additional tears and insults. Cohen’s 
questions at the reunion are largely viewer driven, similar to WWHL sans the live component and 
often uncomfortably blunt. Choosing questions that put the women on the spot, evoke defensive 
response, and cause cast members to feel under attack, Cohen has a knack for quickly and 
efficiently pushing the right buttons to cause an emotive reaction.  
Typically filmed about three to four weeks before the last episode of the season airs, 
reunions serve to re-hash every argument under the guise of updating viewers on the women’s 
lives. Using clips of past emotional performances, or even montages of less than desirable 
behavior (i.e., a series of instances with two of the same women arguing) before jumping in with 
uncomfortable questions, Cohen and his team have perfected the art of setting the women up to 
perform. From unbelievable shouting matches that sometimes involve all the women, to physical 
altercations, to women storming off set, to Cohen himself being shoved so hard he fell into his 
seat, reunion shows epitomize the emotional performance the women of TRH are encouraged to 
and rewarded for performing again and again for Bravo’s financial gain. It has been rumored that 
from the channel’s perspective, the reunion shows serve the dual purpose of lucrative episodes 
tacked on to extend a season as well as “auditions” for the women to see who will be asked to 
return for the next season. If the latter were true, it would be fair to assume that the types of 
emotional performances the women undertake are evaluated for future potential. Just as easily as 
some conflicts come across as unresolvable and sure to carry over into future seasons, some 
women come across as unstable or too confrontational and disliked by the majority of the cast 
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and audiences to return. For Bravo there seems to be a fine line between a cast member who does 
not shy away from conflict and those who create it. In other words, Cohen and Bravo seek out a 
very specific type of emotional performance from its cast members, simultaneously asking the 
women to be confrontational and emotional, but not too confrontational that their emotions 
annoy viewers.  
The channel asks the women to perform a very specific type of gendered emotional labor 
which it packages in the form of episodes and story arcs, exploits on live television via WWHL, 
and forces to the surface at reunion shows for the continued pleasure of the audience. Watching 
the women over a number of seasons, it becomes clear that they quickly catch on to what is 
expected of them and work to create a very specific type of drama and conflict. They understand 
what qualities in their personalities the viewers are responding to, and which might get them 
fired; the show ends up serving as a character makeover for the most dedicated cast members 
who aspire to be lifelong Bravolebrities.   
 Along that same vein, TRH franchise can be viewed as sharing characteristics with the 
makeover strand of reality television, overlapping with the subgenres’ most fundamental 
intentions. Unlike traditional makeover shows like Extreme Makeover (2002-2007), The Swan 
(2004), or What Not to Wear (2003-2013), or even self-help series like Dr. Phil (2002-present), 
The Biggest Loser (2004-present), or Starting Over (2003-2006), TRH is not explicitly telling the 
viewer that its cast members are being made over nor instructing the viewer on how to make 
herself over through its guests/contestants. Rather, the ways in which TRH subtly cultivates a 
very specific lifestyle for its audience, who see the cast members and their lives as aspirational 
(the Aspiring Affluencers), functions in the same way that instructional makeover programs 
serve to inspire and encourage viewers to “fix” themselves. In James Hay and Laurie Ouellette’s 
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book (2008) on makeover television, Better Living Through Reality TV, they describe NBC’s 
Starting Over, a reality show featuring real women experiencing difficulty in their lives working 
with life coaches to make changes, as such: 
Like other reality-TV life interventions, Starting Over encourages a form of 
‘interactivity’ that is about the practice of self-shaping, and in a sense it has much in 
common with women’s magazines, which have long engaged female readers in 
techniques of self-improvement. The program televises ‘real’ women who are deeply 
immersed in a professional regime of self-help, but it also mobilizes the TV viewer to 
work on herself using the resources it provides p. 85 
 
While TRH is not intended to be a self-help or explicit makeover show, the description of the 
show above could apply to Bravo’s most successful franchise for at least the Aspiring Affluencer 
portion of the channel’s audience.  
Like Starting Over, TRH certainly encourages interactivity, features ‘real’ women deeply 
immersed in self-help via neoliberal practices, and offers viewers a chance to work on his/herself 
through a variety of resources. First, as discussed in previous chapters, interactivity is 
encouraged and rewarded in the Bravo universe. All the women in each city are easily accessible 
and active through social networking platforms and often interact with viewers. This allows the 
audience even more opportunities to ‘learn’ from the cast members via posts of what the women 
are buying, doing, or wearing. Second, the women cast on TRH are all ‘real’, non-actors 
(although there are some former actresses in the current rotations), continually engaged in self-
help. Defining self-help through the lens of neoliberalism as constant care and improvement of 
the self not only accurately describes the women, but also demonstrates their embodiment of the 
concept. The focus on outward appearance in the form of cosmetic procedures, weight 
management, expensive fashion, and high-end tastes in everything from home décor to purses 
works to educate viewers on the steps they need to follow to achieve the lifestyle the women 
appear to have—a luxurious and glamorous life complete with fame and the admiration of fans. 
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Third, the cast members often provide the resources to help viewers succeed in the form of 
various entrepreneurial endeavors. Some, like Bethenny Frankel’s books are overt in their self-
help intention with topics ranging from how to be skinny (Skinny Girl Solutions) to how to be in 
a romantic relationship (I Suck at Relationships so you Don’t Have to). Others are less obviously 
geared toward instructional self-help and come in the form of cookbooks and memoirs.    
 Although the memoirs are not instructional in nature, their implicit function is to tell the 
story of their own success. Melissa Gorga of The Real Housewives of New Jersey writes about 
how she keeps her marriage vibrant and sexy (Love Italian Style: The Secrets of my Hot and 
Happy Marriage), while Vicki Gunvalson writes about the trials she faced growing up and how 
she has leveraged her newfound fame into entrepreneurial success through her thriving insurance 
company (More Than a Housewife). Beyond the written word, housewives have created nail 
polish, clothing lines, fitness DVDs, music, food, and alcohol—all tangible items viewers can 
purchase to not only support their favorite cast members, but also improve their own lives by 
engaging in consumerism endorsed by women whose lives or lifestyles they may find desirable. 
As Katherine Sender, whose work on makeover reality television began with Bravo’s Queer Eye 
for the Straight Guy, notes, “Makeover television shows can be a source of information, a point 
of identification, a guilty pleasure. They are also a densely articulated set of texts that encourage 
audiences to reflect on themselves…” (2012, p. 5). Because Bravo is so successful at producing 
TRH in a way that attracts viewers to the women if only through a fixation on their lifestyles of 
luxury and excess, the series as a text can become instructional to some viewers. Whether the 
cast members’ lifestyles are attainable to the viewer or not, the show presents the viewer with a 
behind-the-scenes look at these women and how they really live, while the auxiliary 
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endorsements provide the opportunity to gain even more insider knowledge and perhaps improve 
yourself in the process.  
Still, I maintain that Bravo is not a clear cut ‘lifestyle network.’ As discussed in chapter 
two, the channel disseminates a lifestyle brand through non-instructional programming, which 
complicates the idea that its content marks Bravo as a lifestyle network. What I am arguing 
instead is that, for some viewers, TRH acts as a faux instructional program. If cast members 
lifestyles are seen as aspirational to some viewers, and they gain the fame and fortune that come 
from successfully branding oneself is the upside of being cast on TRH, the downside is the way 
in which the Bravo brand has effectively produced and edited each woman’s words, beliefs, and 
choices into a social critique of the women and fodder for potential ridicule. Different from the 
emotional performances the women are expected to engage in and are consciously aware of 
performing (if only after the season airs), the ways in which the editors together with Bravo’s 
supplementary programming and Cohen himself poke fun at the women is troublesome. Writing 
about another subgenre of reality programming, Alison Hearn (2009) describes “hoax” reality 
shows as featuring “unwitting contestants who believe they are participating in a reality show but 
are actually subject to an extended practical joke, which makes fun of their desire to be on TV 
and features their ongoing humiliation” p. 165. Specifically referring to the Spike channel’s Joe 
Schmo where “Joe” participates in a fake reality series where all the contestants are actors, Hearn 
notes that the pleasure the audience gains from watching the show comes from witnessing “Joe” 
wishing to be part of something he cannot control.  
TRH certainly functions in a similar fashion, as the show and how it is ultimately edited 
is beyond the control of its cast members and focuses on hypocritical, ridiculous, irrational 
behavior. Part of the pleasure the audience derives from watching the housewives, and the 
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financial gain that Bravo the network and Cohen derive from creating the series is the pleasure 
for audiences being “in on the joke.” As discussed in chapter three, Cohen has never hidden the 
fact that Bravo loves to playfully portray the housewives as both ridiculous and contradictory 
through the ‘Bravo wink’ (Turner, 2009). After more than a decade of RTV dominating the 
airwaves, both viewers and RTV participants are increasingly aware that editing plays a heavy 
hand in the creation of episodes and storylines (Ouellette, 2014). It becomes difficult to 
understand why the women would put themselves in the position to be the butt of a joke. The 
women end up coming across as hungry for fame, the one thing their money and social 
connections cannot buy them. While many of the women claim their time on the show is 
strategic—for the sole purpose of building a personal brand through which to profit off—each 
hour of airtime their episodes fill on Bravo’s schedule is an hour spent building the channel’s 
brand and gambling with their own self-hood.  
Perhaps the archetype of the “desperate” reality participant is no more obvious than 
within the subgenre of “dating shows.” From The Bachelor (2002-present) to Rock of Love 
(2007-2009) and even Bravo’s own Millionaire Matchmaker (2008-2015), the dating show is 
one of the most notorious and long lasting patterns within reality programming. Jonathan Grey 
(2009) notes in his assessment of dating reality shows that the series are ultimately patriarchal 
games that women cannot win—they are encouraged to “reduce themselves to dutiful waifs 
dreaming of Prince Charming” (p. 264) and yet when they do so, they are attacked. Furthermore, 
Grey observes, the key to success in a dating show is the praise of bad romantic connections, 
with humor front and center. It would be an exaggeration to say the women of TRH are 
encouraged to present themselves as dutiful waifs dreaming of love, but the idea that cast 
members are dumbed down to the most reductive version of themselves—one that serves the 
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Bravo brand through pleasuring the audience—is applicable. In many ways we can read the cast 
members of TRH as competing for the love and acceptance of the audience and Cohen himself. 
Despite no longer serving as a channel executive, Cohen is famously the captain of TRH 
franchise, making the ultimate decisions in who is hired, re-hired and fired within each cast 
(Cohen, 2012).  
The women’s performances on the shows are strategic and enacted with the intention of 
remaining “relevant” on the show so the producers and Cohen see value in keeping them as part 
of the cast. The women know the cameras are there to capture their every misstep, tear, and 
handbag purchase. In an interview with original Orange County housewife, Vicki Gunvalson, 
she revealed to me the thought process she and her costars go through when the cameras are 
present:  
“If there’s no drama, there’s no show. So we know that. We all call it “camera balls.” 
When we turn the camera on, it’s go time….So we know we have a job to do when those 
cameras turn on. That’s it. We have to talk about somebody, we have to throw the bomb, 
we have to be doing something, we have to be. That’s why I’ve been on it 8 years. So, 
camera turns on, I gotta do my job, camera turns off, I go back to work.” 
 
From Vicki’s comments it is apparent that the women know what they have to do for their 
“storylines” to be included, and, more importantly, for their show to be successful. If cast 
members take issue with expectations to perform and compete for airtime through a specific type 
of performance, they risk being cut from the show. Instead, season after season only finds more 
drama, interpersonal conflict, and emotional performances that earn the women rewards in the 
form of renewed contracts and a Bravolebrity status. In fact, TRH franchise continues to grow, 
attesting to the fact that women in still more cities across the country—Potomac, Maryland and 
Dallas, Texas to be exact—are willing to compete to become the next Bravolebrity.  
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 Continuing with the theme of feminized competition on dating reality programming, 
Rachel Dubrofsky (2011) writes the following assessment of The Bachelor:  
To do well on [The Bachelor] a woman must be expert at all things stereotypically 
considered feminine: expressing emotions, confessing, connecting, and therapeutizing. 
This means that the status of a woman in [The Bachelor] is instantly at risk if she does 
not show expertise in these areas: she fails at love and fails as a woman, since she is 
unable to show proficiency at the skills that will prove her feminine allure (p. 129-130). 
 
For TRH, confessing via one-on-one production interviews as well as with Cohen on WWHL is 
imperative to success as a cast member. In addition to confronting and insulting cast members to 
their face in (often) drunken displays of emotion, the women are asked and expected to revisit 
and react to conflict during their interviews. In addition to propelling the narrative forward, these 
interview confessionals, like on dating shows such as The Bachelor, function as proverbial “fuel 
to the fire.” While on dating shows the women never have to see each other again (i.e., film 
another season together), the consequences of TRH interviews often serve as fodder for future 
conflict either on WWHL while the season is airing, or on reunion shows when Cohen asks one 
women to react to another woman’s interview insults. Despite the obvious difference between 
The Bachelor and TRH being that there is no man’s love to be won and, there still exists the need 
to prove feminine allure. Although the housewives are not attempting to romantically win each 
other over, they are attempting to form alliances and viewer approval through specifically 
gendered performances. In ten years there has never been a queer housewife, or even one who 
doesn’t have high-end tastes and a pretty face. Through succeeding in all those categories 
including the ones Dubrofsky describes as necessary for winning the title of “wife” in the dating 
show realm, the women of TRH compete with themselves and each other in a sort of postfeminist 
Olympics (Chocano, 2011) to succeed in the battle for the title of “housewife”. 
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Conclusion  
Bravo’s reach penetrates popular culture though the popularity of its programming, the 
TRH cast members’ entrepreneurial ventures, and in gaining notice from celebrities ranging from 
Beyoncé to Barack Obama. Of the estimated 116 million homes with television in the United 
States, Nielsen estimates that Bravo is available in 90 million of them (TV By The Numbers, 
2015). Because of the centrality of popular culture to critical studies scholarship (Grossberg et al, 
1992), and because popular culture is a site where the construction of everyday life may be 
carefully examined (Turner, 1990), my project around Bravo is a fitting addition to the field of 
cultural studies. Due to Bravo’s success as a niche channel, a brand, and a pioneer in the 
integration of social networking with television, I found it impossible to examine only one aspect 
of its achievements and instead made sure to include the channel’s branding, programming, and 
audience in my project to gain a more thorough understanding of Bravo’s place is within the 
television industry.  
 In chapter one I introduced and contextualized both Bravo as a channel as well as my 
project, and provided the questions that drove my dissertation:   
RQ1:  What strategies has the channel used to evolve, adapt and remain successful in an 
era where television is undergoing dramatic transformations?  
 
RQ2:  In particular, what role does The Real Housewives franchise, as it has become 
synonymous with the brand and a popular culture phenomenon in its own right, 
play for the network? 
 
RQ3:  How does the audience respond to Bravo’s programming and strategies, and how 
does this response align with the way the audience is marketed? 
 
I also established our current televisual moment as the ‘digital era,’ referring to a media 
environment defined by mobile devices, SNSs, and streaming services that create a climate in 
which the traditional television model exists and competes against more convenient, oftentimes 
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less expensive digital alternatives (on-demand, streaming platforms). In chapter two I addressed 
RQ1 through discussed what I termed the “Bravo basics”: Andy Cohen and WWHL; the 
Affluencers; Bravolebrities; the “By Bravo” tagline; and the channel’s digital initiatives—
explored in this chapter help Bravo stand out from its peers and are imperative to the channel’s 
successful, well-established brand. Through chapter three I addressed RQ2 through an overview 
of the generic conventions of TRH as well as a thematic analysis of the text that revealed its role 
as a neoliberal, postfeminist content that represents the Bravo brand. In chapter four I addressed 
RQ3 by discussing surveillance as it relates to RTV and social media, how Bravolebrities 
participate in social media, as well as the results yielded from my survey. In this final chapter, I 
have a discussed Bravo’s success as trendsetting niche network within the contemporary 
television industry and continued the discussion of how it’s most popular franchise, TRH, 
effectively perpetuates postfeminist and neoliberal ideologies.  
 In a moment where à la carte cable is being proposed as an alternative to traditional pre- 
packaged lineups, and streaming, on-demand services like Netflix are producing Emmy- 
nominated series, there is no doubt that what we have come to understand as “television” is in a 
period of great transition. Despite these significant changes, “television remains a ubiquitous 
media form and technology widely owned and used in the United States” (Lotz, 2007, p. 4), 
through which cultural knowledge is both disseminated and experienced. And, as former Bravo 
president Lauren Zalaznick says in the quote that began this chapter, “television is how we 
disseminate our entire value system” (TED talk, 2010). Through my work on Bravo, its brand, 
TRH, and its audience, I have provided a look into what that value system looks like in the 
twenty-first century.   
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Year	 Event	 Program	 Digital	Initiatives	
1980	 Bravo	debuts	as	a	premium,	
commercial-free	channel	
1998	 Bravo	becomes	fully	ad-sponsored	
2002	 Bravo	is	purchased	by	NBC	
Universal	for	$1.25	billion	
2003	 Bravo	launches	2	“gay	friendly”	
shows:	Boy	Meets	Boy	and	Queer	Eye	
for	the	Straight	Guy	
2004	 Andy	Cohen	joins	Bravo	
2005	 Lisa	Hsia	joins	Bravo	
2006	 Real	Housewives	of	Orange	County	
debuts	
Top	Chef	debuts	
“Watch	What	Happens”	tagline	in	
rotation	
2007	 Bravo	partners	with	Lieberman	
Research	Worldwide	for	audience	
research	
Bravo	launches	Affluencers	
campaign	
2008	 Real	Housewives	of	Atlanta	debuts	
Real	Housewives	of	New	York	debuts	
2009	 Watch	What	Happens	Live	debuts	
one	night	per	week	
“By	Bravo”	becomes	the	new	
channel	tagline	
Real	Housewives	of	New	Jersey	debuts	
2010	 Real	Housewives	of	D.C.	debuts	 Bravo	Talk	Bubble	is	launched	
Real	Housewives	of	Beverly	Hills	
debuts	
Bravo	Now	app	is	launched	
2011	 Real	Housewives	of	Miami	debuts	
2012	 Bravo	partners	with	Latitude	
Research	for	second	screen	
research	
WWHL	goes	to	five	nights	per	week	 Play	Live	is	launched	
Bravo	partners	with	Zeebox	
Andy	Cohen	releases	his	first	
memoir,	Most	Talkative	
2013	 Andy	Cohen	leaves	his	executive	
position	at	Bravo	
Ask	Andy	debuts	online	
2014	 Andy	Cohen	releases	his	second	
book,	The	Andy	Cohen	Diaries	
WWHL	adds	a	live	after	show	 Bravo	re-vamps	its	Web	site	
Bravo’s	first-ever	scripted	program,	
Girlfriend’s	Guide	to	Divorce,	debuts	
Daily	Dish	app	is	launched	
The	Real	Housewives	Awards	
2015	 Odd	Mom	Out	debuts	(second	
scripted	program)	
2016	 Real	Housewives	of	Potomac	debuts	
Real	Housewives	of	Dallas	debuts	
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Appendix B: Bravo Spec Sheets 
 
A18-49BRAVO’S HIGH-QUALITY AUDIENCE  
ADULTS 18-49
Source: Omniture SiteCatalyst. 2014. Key metrics include PV, visits, monthly UV and total video streams. Total video streams across desktop, tablet, mobile and BravoNow app. Time Spent: comScore. 
2014. A18-49. Desktop. Based on average time spent/visitor. Ranked among top 10 A18-49 cable ent nets on (000).
Source: Nielsen. FY2014. A18-49, HHI $100K+ & HOH 4+ Yrs College. C3. M-Su 8-11p. Ad-sup cable ent nets in 100% of daypart (excl. news, 
sports and Spanish-language). Affl uent & Educated % Comp based on P2+, $100k+ % Comp based on A18-49.
Source: Nielsen. FY2014. A18-49. C3. M-Su 8-11p. RHOA: Premieres only, 3+ telecasts (no specials). 
Design Shows: Premieres only, 10+ telecasts.
Source: Nielsen. TVBE. FY2014. A18-49. Includes all cable reality prime programming 
with sample over 100. Premieres only.
5 OF THE TOP 10 
MOST ENGAGING
REALITY PROGRAMS 
ON CABLE
BRAVO PROGRAMMING: HIGH-QUALITY AND ENGAGED
Source: Nielsen. FY2014. A18-49. C3. New series vs. same weeks year ago, respective time periods 
as noted. MWC: 10/5/14-11/2/14; SC: 3/3/14-4/21/14. BSH: Highest series premiere: 01/05/14. Includes all 
Bravo series premieres since 2007. Google’s “trending” queries are searches that had the highest 
amount of traffi c over a sustained period in 2014 compared with 2013.
2014 NEW SERIES HITS #8
PROGRAM
ON CABLE 
3 OF
THE TOP 5
REAL ESTATE AND
DESIGN PROGRAMS
ON CABLE
#5 ON GOOGLE’S 
TOP TRENDING TV 
PROGRAMS OF 2014 LIST
+50% VS. TIME PERIOD +44% VS. TIME PERIOD
BRAVO IS THE #1 CABLE 
NETWORK FOR AFFLUENT & 
EDUCATED ADULTS 18-49
NEARLY 1/3 OF BRAVO’S 
ADULT 18-49 VIEWERS 
HAVE A HHI $100K+
BRAVO’S HIGHEST-RATED SERIES PREMIERE
BRAVO DIGITAL’S 
BEST YEAR EVER
BEST YEAR EVER FOR DIGITAL VIDEO STREAMS
• Bravo Mobile: YOY double-digit growth and best year ever 
 across all metrics
• BravoNow App: YOY growth on all metrics 
• bravotv.com: #1 website for time spent
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Source: Nielsen. TVBE. FY2014. A18-49. Includes all non-sports cable prime programming. 9th 
consecutive year: 2006-2014.
BRAVO VIEWERS SPEND MORE
THAN THE AVERAGE A18-49
Source: MRI 2014 Doublebase. Base A18-49. Index to A18-49. Bravo TV viewing in past 7 days. Average annual spend across key categories. Qualifi cations upon request.
RANK NETWORK A18-49 PROGRAM ENGAGEMENT
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
BRAVO
VH1
TNT
FX
TBS
LIFETIME
SYFY
DISCOVERY
TLC
COMEDY
72%
65%
64%
64%
60%
60%
60%
59%
58%
56%
A18-49
Follow us @BravoAffluencerFor more details on partnership opportunities, visit together.nbcuni.com 
BRAVO VIEWERS ARE SOCIAL INFLUENCERS AND CONNECTORS
Find it important
to RATE OR 
REVIEW a 
product on 
social media
MOST ENGAGED CABLE 
ENTERTAINMENT NETWORK
Source: MRI 2014 Doublebase. Base A18-49. Index to A18-49. Bravo TV viewing in past 7 days. Social activity: Nielsen Social Guide. 2014. P13+. Average impressions/day. Includes all ad-sup cable ent nets (excl. news, sports and Spanish-language).
12
4 
IN
DE
X Social media is very 
important to me for 
FINDING OUT 
ABOUT PRODUCTS
and services13
6 
IN
DE
X
Source: MRI 2014 Doublebase. Base A18-49. Index to A18-49. Bravo TV viewing in past 7 days.
TOP 5 CABLE NETWORK
FOR LOYALTY
 Source: Nielsen. 4Q14. A18-49. Live+7. M-Su 8-11p. Cable average includes ad-sup cable ent nets in 100% of daypart (excl. Bravo, 
news, sports and Spanish-language). Loyalty defi ned as % of viewers tuned in 10+ days in a quarter out of all viewers reached 
in the same quarter. 6+ minute qualifi er.
BRAVOCABLE ENTERTAINMENTAVERAGE
8%
16%
  CLOTHING & SHOES +$107  $1,226 AVG
  CREDIT/DEBIT CARD +$466  $14,880 AVG
  MOBILE/TABLET +$40  $1,691 AVG
  HEALTH & BEAUTY +$22  $280 AVG
  AUTO +$1,895  $19,098 AVG
  GROCERY SHOPPING +$244  $5,013 AVG
  RESTAURANTS +$27  $1,095 AVG
  HOME IMPROVE/FURNISH +$188  $5,162 AVG
INDEX
200
11
2 
IN
DE
X I like to
CONNECT
WITH BRANDS
through social-
networking sites
FOLLOW/ 
became a FAN
of something/ 
someone on 
social media13
8 
IN
DE
X
CLICKED ON AN 
ADVERTISEMENT 
on social media
13
5 
IN
DE
X TOP 10 CABLE NETWORK 
FOR SOCIAL ACTIVITY 
Bravo’s tweets are seen a 
total of 1.7M times per day
START OR BUY A NEW BUSINESS 115 INDEXGET ENGAGED 111 INDEX
BUY FIRST HOME 109 INDEX
BECOME A FIRST-TIME PARENT 124 INDEX
HAVE A CHILD GO AWAY TO COLLEGE 115 INDEX
BUY SECOND HOME  134 INDEX
IN THE NEXT 12 MONTHS, BRAVO A18-49 VIEWERS ARE LIKELY 
TO SPAN VARIOUS LIFESTAGES:
9th 
CONSECUTIVE 
YEAR AS 
#1
A18-49
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A25-54BRAVO’S HIGH-QUALITY AUDIENCE  
ADULTS 25-54
Source: Omniture SiteCatalyst. 2014. Key metrics include PV, visits, monthly UV and total video streams. Total video streams across desktop, tablet, mobile and BravoNow app. Time Spent: comScore. 
2014. A25-54. Desktop. Based on average time spent/visitor. Ranked among top 10 A25-54 cable ent nets on (000). 
Source: Nielsen. FY2014. A25-54, HHI $100K+ & HOH 4+ Yrs College. C3. M-Su 8-11p. Ad-sup cable ent nets in 100% of daypart (excl. news, sports 
and Spanish-language). Affl uent & Educated % Comp based on P2+, $100k+ % Comp based on A25-54.
Source: Nielsen. FY2014. A25-54. C3. M-Su 8-11p. RHOA: Premieres 
only with 3+ telecasts (no specials). Design shows: Premieres only, 
10+ telecasts.
Source: Nielsen. TVBE. FY2014. A25-54. Includes all cable reality prime programming with 
sample over 100. Premieres only.
5 OF THE TOP 10 
MOST ENGAGING
REALITY PROGRAMS 
ON CABLE
BRAVO PROGRAMMING: HIGH-QUALITY AND ENGAGED
Source: Nielsen. FY2014. A25-54. C3. New series vs. same weeks year ago, respective time periods as noted. MWC: 10/5/14-
11/2/14; SC: 3/3/14-4/21/14; GG2D: 12/9/14-12/23/14. BSH: Highest series premiere: 01/05/14. Includes all Bravo series premieres 
since 2007. Google’s “trending” queries are searches that had the highest amount of traffi c over a sustained period in 
2014 compared with 2013.
+46% VS. TIME PERIOD
+12% VS. TIME PERIOD
#6 PROGRAM
ON CABLE
+39% VS. TIME PERIOD
2 OF THE TOP 5
REAL ESTATE AND DESIGN
PROGRAMS ON CABLE
BRAVO’S HIGHEST-RATED 
SERIES PREMIERE!
#5 ON GOOGLE’S 
TOP TRENDING
TV PROGRAMS
OF 2014 LIST
BRAVO DIGITAL’S 
BEST YEAR EVER
BEST YEAR EVER FOR DIGITAL VIDEO STREAMS
• Bravo Mobile: YOY double-digit growth and best year ever 
 across all metrics
• BravoNow App: YOY growth on all metrics 
• bravotv.com: #2 website for time spent
BRAVO IS THE #1 CABLE 
NETWORK FOR AFFLUENT & 
EDUCATED ADULTS 25-54
NEARLY 1/3 OF BRAVO’S 
ADULT 25-54 VIEWERS 
HAVE A HHI $100K+
2014 NEW SERIES HITS
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Source: Nielsen. TVBE. FY2014. A25-54. Includes all non-sports cable prime programming. 8th 
consecutive year: 2007-2014.
BRAVO VIEWERS SPEND MORE 
THAN THE AVERAGE A25-54
Source: MRI 2014 Doublebase. Base A25-54. Index to A25-54. Bravo TV viewing in past 7 days. Average annual spend across key categories. Qualifi cations upon request.
RANK NETWORK A25-54 PROGRAM ENGAGEMENT
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
BRAVO
AMC
TNT
FX
VH1
TBS
SYFY
LIFETIME
DISCOVERY
TLC
75%
71%
68%
66%
66%
64%
63%
62%
62%
61%
A25-54
Follow us @BravoAffluencerFor more details on partnership opportunities, visit together.nbcuni.com 
BRAVO VIEWERS ARE SOCIAL INFLUENCERS AND CONNECTORS
MOST ENGAGED CABLE 
ENTERTAINMENT NETWORK
Source: MRI 2014 Doublebase. Base A25-54. Index to A25-54. Bravo TV viewing in past 7 days. Social activity: Nielsen Social Guide. 2014. P13+. Average impressions/day. Includes all ad-sup cable ent nets (excl. news, sports and Spanish-language).
Source: MRI 2014 Doublebase. Base A25-54. Index to A25-54. Bravo TV viewing in past 7 days.
TOP 5 CABLE NETWORK
FOR LOYALTY
 Source: Nielsen. 4Q14. A25-54. Live+7. M-Su 8-11p. Cable average includes ad-sup cable ent nets in 100% of daypart (excl. Bravo, 
news, sports and Spanish-language). Loyalty defi ned as % of viewers tuned in 10+ days in a quarter out of all viewers reached 
in the same quarter. 6+ minute qualifi er.
BRAVOCABLE ENTERTAINMENTAVERAGE
9%
17%
  CLOTHING & SHOES +$124  $1,248 AVG
  CREDIT/DEBIT CARD +$437  $15,718 AVG
  MOBILE/TABLET +$41  $1,713 AVG
  HEALTH & BEAUTY +$23  $283 AVG
  AUTO +$2,081  $20,036 AVG
  GROCERY SHOPPING +$229  $5,210 AVG
  RESTAURANTS +$22  $1,141 AVG
  HOME IMPROVE/FURNISH +$182  $5,278 AVG
INDEX
189
Find it important
to RATE OR 
REVIEW a 
product on 
social media12
1 I
ND
EX Social media is very important to me for 
FINDING OUT 
ABOUT PRODUCTS
and services13
1 I
ND
EX
11
1 I
ND
EX
I like to
CONNECT
WITH BRANDS
through social-
networking sites
FOLLOW/ 
became a FAN
of something/ 
someone on 
social media13
7 
IN
DE
X
CLICKED ON AN 
ADVERTISEMENT 
on social media
14
1 I
ND
EX TOP 10 CABLE NETWORK 
FOR SOCIAL ACTIVITY 
Bravo’s tweets are seen a 
total of 1.7M times per day
START OR BUY A NEW BUSINESS 117 INDEXGET ENGAGED 115 INDEX
BUY FIRST HOME 108 INDEX
BECOME A FIRST-TIME PARENT 122 INDEX
HAVE A CHILD GO AWAY TO COLLEGE 111 INDEX
BUY SECOND HOME  126 INDEX
IN THE NEXT 12 MONTHS, BRAVO A25-54 VIEWERS ARE LIKELY 
TO SPAN VARIOUS LIFESTAGES:
A25-548th 
CONSECUTIVE 
YEAR AS 
#1
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 Source: Nielsen. 14-15TD (9/29/14-6/28/15). C3. M-Su 8-11p. Ranked out of all ad-sup cable ent. premieres with 3+ telecasts (excl. news, sports, and Spanish-language). 
Median income based on HH. Educated based on P18-49, 4+ years of college (000). Indexed to P18-49 (000).  Social connectors – Nielsen-MRI Fusion. 14-15TD (9/29/14-
6/28/15). C3. P18-49 (000). Indexed to P18-49 permanent residents NAT AA%. Top 2 box. Likely to purchase products in next 12 months.  
ATTRACTS A QUALITY AUDIENCE 
AFFLUENT SOCIAL CONNECTORS EDUCATED 
“I like to share my opinions 
about products by posting 
reviews and ratings online” 
13
7 
IN
D
EX
 
“People often come to me 
for advice before making a 
purchase” 
12
7 
IN
D
EX
 
“I’m always one of the first 
of my friends to try new 
products” 
13
0 
IN
D
EX
 
“I like to connect with 
brands through social 
networking” 
11
8 
IN
D
EX
 The Real Housewives franchise 
represents  
3 of the top 20  
cable programs for  
median income 
The Real Housewives are  
2 of the top 10 cable programs for  
educated P18-49 viewers, and are of the few 
in the top 10 that over-index.  
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Source: Nielsen TVBE. 14-15TD (9/29/14-6/28/15). P18-49. Includes all non-sports primetime programs on IAG cable networks. Premieres only. Genre norms 
exclude Bravo.  
ATTRACTS A MORE ENGAGED 
AUDIENCE 
The Real Housewives viewers have a higher engagement than the cable 
reality and reality-competition norms. 
RANK PROGRAM GENRE P18-49 PROGRAM ENGAGEMENT 
1 Drama/Adventure 82% 
2 The Real Housewives Franchise 78% 
3 Science Fiction 75% 
4 Talk Format 72% 
5 Situation Comedy 67% 
6 Mini-Series 67% 
7 Wrestling 66% 
8 Reality-Non-Competition 64% 
9 Reality-Competition 63% 
10 Game Show 63% 
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 CASE STUDY:  SOCIAL COMMERCIAL CAMPAIGNS 
ACROSS NBCU DROVE LIFTS IN AUTO KPIS 
Control vs. NBCU Campaign Exposure 
Source: Millward Brown NBCU Cross Portfolio Ad Effectiveness Study. November 2015. NBCU nets=Bravo, E!, Syfy, NBC. Top 2 box. *Indicates a statistically 
significant difference against Control group at 90% confidence. pp=percentage point lift.. 
Jeep Renegade partnered with NBCU for a 
cross-portfolio social commercial campaign: 
• Prompted viewers to use
custom hashtag
#RENEGADELIFECONTEST
• Exposure to the campaign
drove lifts in KPIs
• Bravo impacted lifts in brand
attributes, such as authenticity,
freedom, passion and adventure!
33% 
47% 
29% 
47% 
Searched Auto 
Websites 
+18pp* 
Visited Jeep’s 
Website 
+14pp* 
DRIVE TO ACTION 
16% 
24% 
Purchase 
Intent 
39% 
53% 
Aided Brand 
Awareness 
+14pp* 
+8pp* 
KEY BRAND METRICS 
38% 
46% 
50% 
58% 
Freedom 
+8pp* 
+8pp* 
BRAND ATTRIBUTES 
Passion 
Any NBCU 
Exposed 
N=404 
Control 
N=627 
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 REAL HOUSEWIVES HIGHLIGHTS 
PROGRAM ENGAGEMENT 
Bravo has 5 of the top 10 cable reality programs for P18-49 program engagement, more than any other 
network.  
x 2 Real Housewives series are among these 
 
 
 
Source: Nielsen. TVBE. 2015 (1/1/15-12/31/15). Demos as noted.  Includes all non-sports primetime cable programming. Indexed to cable ent. 
norms. Norms exclude Bravo. Cable reality ranker includes reality competition and non-competition programming only.  
 
 
 
BRAVO RANKS #1 AMONG UNSCRIPTED NETWORKS WITH RETURNING SERIES GROWTH 
x Bravo ranks #1 among the top unscripted networks with 9 growing returning series (tied for #1 with 
ID and HGTV) 
Note:  This came from Ad Age  
 
Bravo's 9 Unscripted Series Growth YOY 
    % YOY Growth 
Rank Program P18-49 
1 Real Housewives of Beverly Hills 19% 
2 The People's Couch 18% 
3 Southern Charm 16% 
4 Vanderpump Rules 10% 
5 Real Housewives of NYC 8% 
6 Millionaire Matchmaker 6% 
7 Don't Be Tardy 6% 
8 Million Dollar Listing NY 2% 
9 Real Housewives of OC 1% 
 
Source: Nielsen. Sept 2013 – Sept 2014 (8/26/13 – 9/28/14) vs. Sept 2014- Sept 2015 (9/1/14 – 9/27/15). C3. P18-49. Prime (8p-11p). Returning 
reality series growth among cable networks with 50MM+ homes. Regular premieres only. Programs with 8 or more telecasts only. Excludes 
sports, news and game show programming. RHOC demos as noted.     
Network Demo Parent Show Sample Program Engagement
BRAVO P18-49 Southern Charm 241 81%
MTV P18-49 The Challenge: Battle of The Bloodlines 235 81%
VH1 P18-49 Love & Hip Hop: Atlanta 13,463 78%
HISTORY P18-49 Legend of the Superstition Mountains 122 78%
BRAVO P18-49 The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills 5,617 77%
BRAVO P18-49 Ladies of London 123 77%
BRAVO P18-49 The Real Housewives of Orange County 10,059 76%
VH1 P18-49 Love & Hip Hop: Hollywood 8,882 76%
BRAVO P18-49 Vanderpump Rules 4,877 76%
A&E P18-49 Donnie Loves Jenny 1,107 76%
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The Real Housewives of New York City is Affluent and Continuing to Grow in its 7th Season 
The Real Housewives of NYC S7 was up: 
x A18-49: +8% 
x The program is in the top 10 for median income among cable programs, making it Bravo’s top 
show for median income  
Source: Nielsen. RHNYC S7 (4/7/15-8/11/15) vs. S6 (3/11/14-7/22/14). Demos as noted. C3. Premieres only. Median income: $83,100. Median 
income rank: 14-15 season (9/29/14-9/27/15). M-Su 8p-11p. Includes all cable ent. programming with 3+ telecasts (excl. news, sports, and 
Spanish-language).  
 
 
The Real Housewives of Orange County Continues to See Growth in its 10th Season 
The Real Housewives of Orange County S10 was up: 
x A18-49: +3% 
Source: Nielsen. RHOC S10 (6/8/15-10/12/15) vs RHOC S9 (4/14/14-8/18/14). C3. Premieres only. Demos as noted.  
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Appendix C: Summary of Affluencers Campaign 
Award 
 
 
BUSINESS-TO-BUSINESS: 
SILVER WINNER 
 Bravo - MEET THE AFFLUENCERS 
 
Business Situation and Background – Solid business with an unclear advertiser-facing consumer profile 
In the initial period after NBC-Universal acquired Bravo, ratings grew and national ad business was solid.  
But early in 2007, in-depth-interviews of media buyers and planners by the Bravo research team revealed 
that agencies had little understanding of the Bravo audience profile and why it was of premium value to 
them. A representative quote from a buyer interviewed at the time was, “I’m uncertain as to who the Bravo 
viewer is with the shift in programming.” This was in part due to an evolving development mandate that 
increasingly included glossy unscripted content, which was somewhat of a departure from fare that Bravo 
had featured in the early ‘00s.  The audience remained upscale as always, but there were underlying 
dynamics that were changing in ways that Bravo’s advertiser clients needed to better understand. 
 
Concurrently, as many of these new unscripted shows became hits in 2006 and 2007, the Bravo program 
research group planned comprehensive segmentation analyses to capture the essence of the new Bravo 
core consumer and to identify the brand attributes that could be reinforced to grow ratings while preserving 
the network’s premium, upscale consumer profile.  At that time, the program and sales research teams 
began to work together so that the sales group could articulate to its media clients exactly how the network’s 
“user base” was evolving, exactly who they were, and why they had value to advertisers. 
 
Campaign Challenge – Put a face on the new Bravo audience and give advertisers a reason to increase 
investment in the media brand 
 
Buyer/planner interviews by Bravo research indicated there was confusion and somewhat of a void in their 
perception of the network’s consumers.  The initial challenge was to use research to build on the equities of 
Bravo’s various program successes and laser focus on a 360-degree consumer target that would present 
value to advertisers in a multi-dimensional way.  Once that was established, the Campaign Challenge was 
to represent those valuable dimensions clearly, replace the “perceptual void” with a living-breathing 
consumer image, and to powerfully demonstrate the benefit of that consumer to advertisers.  The network’s 
sales marketing group needed to use new research to turn the Bravo audience into a brand unto itself.  
 
Objectives of the Affluencer campaign:  
• Use research to put a face on the Bravo consumer and differentiate that audience from other 
networks’ viewership 
• In a concise, research-based way, enumerate the key properties of the Bravo consumer that were 
relevant and desirable for advertisers 
• Raise the top-of-mind awareness of Bravo as an ad-medium through research 
• Extract the proper value for the Bravo advertising environment 
 
Research Story — The research story behind the Affluencer campaign has two phases:  The first was to 
create the segmentation, take ownership of it, and further transform the Bravo audience.  The second was 
to transform that brand research into a strategic selling proposition. 
 
Chapter 1: Define and take ownership of a Key Segment of Consumers – In 2007, Bravo research 
partnered with Lieberman Research Worldwide (LRW) to execute a comprehensive analysis with three main 
objectives: 236
 
1. Segment the total cable entertainment 18-49 audience using a litany of differentiating variables that 
were relevant to the evolving Bravo brand and content, including: the role TV entertainment played 
in their lives, their cable entertainment preferences, their attitudes about and comfort with new 
media technologies, their living circumstances, and their psychographic profiles. 
 
2. Define and profile the key attitudinal segments that represented the biggest brand growth 
opportunity for Bravo – among other things, those that were already watching key new Bravo 
shows, and those for whom a chosen network concept statement resonated most: 
 
“This cable network is the premiere lifestyle destination for food, fashion, pop culture, beauty and 
design…that pulls back the curtain on the creative process and makes influential and inventive 
original programming…[that] show a different side of celebrities, break exciting new personalities, 
and shake up the way we look at style, media, fame and Hollywood…” 
 
3.    Reveal strategies to transform the brand so that it becomes a vital part of these consumers’ lives. 
 
This work, and subsequent ethnographic and focus-group-based qualitative segmentation work with the 
strategic consulting firm Sterling Brands, led to a deep understanding of the dynamics of three key audience 
segments that became known internally as “Wills & Graces,” “PTA Trendsetters,” and “Metro Climbers” 
(originally labeled “Metro Competitors”).  That work enabled Bravo marketing, development, and 
programming to grab an even stronger hold on a target audience that was – by design – among the most 
affluent, influential consumers watching television.  The two major research projects together left Bravo with 
a blueprint for emphasizing the attributes that would best press these consumers’ buttons.  That formula is 
proprietary, but by the end of 2008, some of it had been widely written about in the press: an overall high-
end sheen on production, talented and motivated characters in high status fields and cosmopolitan locales, 
and inspirational stories about individuals who start trends rather than follow them.  
 
During this process, it was important to research and Bravo management that the upscale profile of the 
network audience be preserved, while at the same time evolving it in a way that would strengthen the 
audience’s relationship to the media brand, and bring into the tent additional high income consumers that 
matched the buzz-driving, trendsetting profile of the content itself. The three high-opportunity segments: 
 
Wills and Graces: Predominantly female and gay men, metropolitan, often single, professional, and trendy. 
They are trendsetters themselves (less likely to use TV to follow trends), especially in the areas of fashion, 
beauty, style and pop culture. They are more likely than average to be brand conscious and look for expert 
opinions on trends.  Wills and Graces are friend-focused, out-of-home focused, and like to have a good 
time.   
 
PTA Trendsetters:  Predominantly female, live in B and C counties, yet have metropolitan aspirations, 
more likely to have children, and be heavy TV viewers. They watch TV to find out about everything new and 
hot to talk about with their friends and family. They are also tech savvy and love to have the latest gadgets – 
especially those that help them stay in close touch with friends. PTA Trendsetters are always looking for 
new ways to improve their home. 
 
Metro-Climbers: More likely to be male, urban and professional. They have an over representation of 
GLBT. They enjoy competition and comedy programs, and are active and influential TV viewers, preferring 
to be engaged with programs through things like polls.  Metro-Climbers are very career focused and are 
looking to move up in the world. 
 
The results of the segmentation study reinforced Bravo’s understanding of the TV content affinities among 
the three groups. The key objective was to identify the commonalities of programming affinities.  This would 
enable Bravo programming and production to hyper-target content only to the areas that had high affinity 
among at least two of the segments.  
 
Chapter 2:  Creating the Affluencer for Business to Business strategic marketing 
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In addition to possessing a set of media preferences, the three target segments that emerged from the 
survey and factor analysis shared qualities that were of great importance to certain advertisers.  They all 
had more purchasing power than the average consumer, they were all brand and trend conscious, and they 
were more tech-savvy and used technology to enhance and extend their personal social experience. 
 
Over time as Bravo developed marketing, programming and scheduling strategies to grow this brand “user 
base,” they were also growing in number, coming more often, paying closer attention, and extending their 
experience with the brand to other media platforms.   
 
Between 2006 and 2008, Bravo’s primetime A18-49 audience grew from 248,000 to 332,000, an increase of 
34%. Web traffic page views increased from 356 million to 1.2 billion, an increase of 245%.  And viewers 
were interacting – voting, messaging – by the hundreds of thousands.   
 
Nielsen IAG, which measures and reports viewer engagement by recording how much of primetime 
programming content viewers remember, announced that in 2007 Bravo’s audience was more engaged 
than any cable brand they measured.  By the end of 2008, Bravo’s engagement levels surpassed all five 
broadcast networks’ as well.   
 
IAG also reported that in 2008 the brands integrated into Bravo shows experienced brand opinion lift almost 
twice as high as they did on any other network.  The high-end production sheen (in 2008 Bravo was 
nominated for 11 Emmy’s) and aspirational situations, combined with the high viewer engagement, was 
translating into a direct advertiser benefit.  In a late 2008 press release, IAG reported that Bravo owned 
eight of the top ten product integrations of the year, when ranked by brand opinion lift.   
 
And, according to Nielsen, Bravo finished 2008 with primetime’s highest concentration of Adults 18-49 in 
$100K+ households.  
 
All of these dynamics combined to make Bravo’s three consumer segments some of the most desirable in 
media.  For business-facing communication, a value message about three consumer segments was too 
complex.  So Bravo rebranded the three segments into one umbrella segment that at once summarized their 
shared properties and also reflected the behavior that was bubbling through Nielsen and IAG’s research.  
Bravo General Manager Frances Berwick dubbed this segment “The Affluencer.” 
 
Bravo research spent much of 2008 mining syndicated databases and doing custom work to gather data 
reinforcing the reasons that recall and opinion lift was so high and to dimensionalize the results for 
advertisers.   
 
Among Bravo’s initial segmentation goals was to generate more interest in the brand among 
influential consumers.   By 2008, this effort was manifesting itself clearly in syndicated measurement of 
Bravo using consumer databases from Simmons Media Research and Mediamark Research. Bravo viewers 
from these panels were identified as some of the most influential on cable across different metrics. Bravo’s 
audience beat its competitive set for agreeing to key statements like “My friends come to me before buying” 
and “I’m always one of the first to try new products.” 
 
The Bravo primary and sales research groups also conducted a series of pre and post case studies using 
NBC’s internal television panel, Dynamic Logic, and IAG Research. The studies showed the impact of 
integrated brands on Bravo:  
 
• Brands that appeared on Bravo were elevated in the minds of Bravo viewers. Bravo viewers were 
so engaged with the programming, they had higher brand opinion and purchase intent for the 
integrated brands. Ex: the Nexxus hair care brand that was heavily featured during the Bravo 
program Shear Genius saw +180% higher levels of purchase intent among viewers post-
integration.  
 
Additionally, in 2008 Bravo research partnered with Mediamark Research to conduct a proprietary national 
survey measuring the affinity viewers had for networks they watched. The goal was to answer the question 
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“why” for Bravo’s strong engagement and product integration stories. The results of the study showed the 
answer to be that the “Affluencers” had a much stronger than average affinity for Bravo and viewed it to be 
high quality. For example: Bravo viewers were 33% more likely to say for Bravo, than other networks’ 
viewers were for their network, that, “No matter what I’m doing I always find time to watch.” They loved 
Bravo so they thought more of brands that appeared on it.  
The case studies demonstrated to clients that there was an “Affluencer Effect” – that Bravo’s on-air content 
and its unique relationship with its audience combined to benefit advertisers greatly.    
Campaign Description:  The Affluencers were introduced to advertisers via a three prong marketing 
strategy. This strategy included the following steps "Seeding The Market," "Hitting Them Hard" and  
"Reinforcing the Message." 
April – June 2008 
Campaign Highlights 
• An interactive road show in agency presentation that literally brought the Bravo Affluencers to life.
This was executed by traveling with the stars of our campaign (actors portraying The Bravo
Affluencers) in order to demonstrate to agencies what kind of consumers they are and how they
could benefit their brands.
• Comprehensive Print Campaign including High Impact Cover Wraps - For the first time ever in the
publications history, Ad Week and Ad Age geo-targeted cover wraps to specific sales categories
and Bravo owned the 4/28 Annual Cable Guide Issue of Ad Age including mock cover and the
Affluencer magazine outsert poly-bagged to the back of the issue.
• A dedicated trade website called affluencers.com that included downloads, information and
sweepstakes entry opportunities.
• An 80-page AFFLUENCER MAGAZINE that communicated to media agencies and advertiser
clients the breadth of the Bravo brand including programming information, digital applications,
consumer products, and events, and it communicated the “Affluencer Effect” in further detail.
• First ever consumer space outdoor ads, not promoting the network or its programming, but its
premium-value audience
“Seed The Market” 
• Interactive live road show presentation bringing the Bravo Affluencers to life in 6 key markets
including NY, Detroit, Chicago, LA, Boston and Minneapolis again using actors to provide living
breathing examples
• Distribution of The Affluencer Magazine as a unique leave behind that engages the advertising
community in our core messaging.
• Launch of Affluencers.com, the new online destination allowing partners to experience 4D and get
the latest and greatest on Bravo Media.
 “Hit Them Hard” 
• Ad Week and Ad Age – geo-targeted cover wraps to specific sales categories, Ad Age - mock
cover and the Affluencer magazine outsert poly-bagged to the back of the issue, New York Times -
Full Page in Media Marketing Section, Automotive News - Full Page targeting the National Auto
Industry, Ad Crafter Magazine - Back Cover targeting Detroit Advertising Agencies
 “Reinforce Message” 
• In agency sponsored breakfast events by Ad Age & Bravo in NY at key agencies.
• In agency Bravo branded late-night dinners in NY, LA, Detroit and Chicago bringing gourmet meals
to buyers and planners as they make it through their late upfront nights.
• Ongoing targeted events across regions for key agency/client contacts
• Ongoing “Watch What Happens” newsletter
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Results - The Affluencer campaign 
• Bravo Media's national ad sales revenue in 2008 increased 32% vs. 2007, and 74% vs. 2006.
o Revenue growth outpaced large P18-49 audience growth (23% vs. 2007 and 34% vs.
2006) indicating quality of audience premium paid by advertisers
• Transformed top of mind awareness among the TV buying community: Post-mortem buyer/planner
interviews conducted in Fall 2008 by Millward Brown and Greenfield Consulting Group reported
Bravo to be at the top of media agencies’ lists for reaching trendy adults.
• Spill-over of the Affluencer consumer brand into the national vernacular: The term Affluencer,
which was created and trademarked by Bravo, now has its own website, produces 3.8 million
results when searched on Google, and by late 2008 had appeared in college marketing texts
• Acknowledged segment ownership in popular culture: The New York Times Magazine, in a cover
story published the week of the Presidential election, featured Bravo President Lauren Zalaznick in
a 10,000 word article titled: The Affluencer. Weeks later, when Entertainment Weekly named
Zalaznick one of the smartest people in television, it called her “A savvy tastemaker, courting
affluent, educated viewers (exactly the kind advertisers love) with Bravo’s reality gold mines.”
Business to Business Results: 
• 1,130 Sweepstakes Entries (text in and online combined)
• 5,892,026 Online Banner Impressions
• Over 1.5 Million Print Impressions
• Over 5 Million Outdoor Media Impressions
• In Agency Presentations 1000+ attendees
• In Agency breakfast 600+ attendees
• In Agency Dinner Program 500+ participants
• 28,000+ Affluencer magazines distributed
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Appended Charts 
TBS, MTV, E!, 
VH-1, TNT  
USA, FX, Style, Comedy 
Central, ESPN, Food 
Network 
HGTV, A & E, ABC Family, TLC, Discovery, 
Oxygen, Lifetime, Adult Swim, History 
Channel, We, AMC, SOAPnet 
Bravo 
Networks for Trendy Adults: 
Greenfield Consulting Group, 
October 2008 
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Appendix E: The Real Housewives Reference 
Table 
 
No.	of	Seasons(as	of	April	2016) Current	Partner No.	of	Children 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Orange	County	 Evolution	Media 2006	to	present	 10 Vicki	Gunvalson Brooks	Ayer	 2Tamra	Barney Eddie	Judge 4Heather	Dubrow Terry	Dubrow 4Shannon	Beador David	Beador 3Meghan	King	Edmonds Jim	Edmonds 4	step	children	Lizzie	Rovsek Christian	Rovsek 2
New	York	 Shed	Media 2008	to	present 8 Ramona	Singer None,	Divorced 1Sonja	Morgan None 1Carole	Radziwill None 0Bethenny	Frankel None 1LuAnn	de	Lesseps None 2Dorinda	Medley John	Mahdessian	 1Julianne	Wainstein	 Michael	Wainstein	 2
Atlanta	 True	Entertainment 2008	to	present 8 Nene	Leakes Gregg	Leakes 2Kandi	Burruss Todd	Tucker 3Cynthia	Bailey Peter	Thomas 1Phaedra	Parks None 2Kenya	Moore None 0Porsha	Williams None 0Kim	Fields	 Christopher	Morgan 2
New	Jersey	 Sirens	Media 2009	to	present 6 Teresa	Giudice Joe	Guidice 4Melissa	Gorga	 Joe	Gorga 2Dina	Manzo None 1Teresa	Aprea	 Rino	Aprea 1Nicole	Napolitano	 None 2
Washington,	D.C. Half	Yard	Productions 2010	to	2010	 1 Mary	Schmidt	AmonsLynda	Erkiletian	Catherine	OmmanneyMichaele	SalahiStacie	Scott	Turner
Beverly	Hills	 Evolution	Media	 2010	to	present 6 Lisa	Vanderpump Ken	Todd 2Kyle	Richards Mauricio	 4Kim	Richards	 NoneYolanda	Foster David	Foster 3Lisa	Rinna Harry	Hamlin 2Eileen	Davidson	 Vincent	Van	Patten 1	+	2	step	children	Erika	Girardi	 Tom	Girardi 1Kathryn	Edwards	 Donny	Edwards 0
Miami	 Purveyors	of	Pop 2011	to	present 3 Adriana	de	Moura Frederic	de	Moura 1Alexia	Echevarria	 Herman	Echevarria 2Lea	Black Roy	Black 1Lisa	Hochstein Lenny	Hochstein 1Marysol	Patton None 0Joanna	Krupa Romain	Zago 0
Potomac	 True	Entertainment	 2016	to	present	 1 Gizelle	Bryant	 Jamal	Bryant 3Ashley	Darby Michael	Darby 2	step	childrenRobyn	Dixon	 Juan	Dixon 2Karen	Huger Raymond	Huger 2Charrisse	Jackson-Jordon Eddie	Jordan 2Katie	Rost	 None 3
Dallas	 Goodbye	Pictures 2016	to	present 1 Cary	Deuber	Tiffany	HendraStephanie	HollmanLeeAnne	Locken	Brandi	Redmond	
N/A
N/A
SeasonsCurrent	Cast	MembersProduction	Co.City Years	On	Air
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Appendix F: Details of Survey Collection  
 
Initial E-mail to Fan Sites 
Sent on May 27, 2015: 
Hello, 
My name is Martina Baldwin and I am a fourth-year doctoral candidate at the University of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. I study television, am currently writing my dissertation on Bravo 
and am a fan of your great site. For my dissertation, I’m interested in the ways the audience 
interacts with Bravo’s programming, specifically The Real Housewives franchise, via social 
media and fan sties. For one aspect of my project, I am trying to disseminate a survey I’ve 
designed directly to Bravo fans in an effort acquire feedback from the “front lines”, so to speak. 
Because I don’t have access to fans outside of very broad and public social media (i.e., Twitter, 
Reddit, Tumblr and Facebook), I am writing to ask if you would be willing to help me get to true 
Bravo fans—your readers! Your participation would be minimal—to help me distribute the 
survey to your users via an entry/link on your site, or even a link/blurb in a newsletter/e-mail 
blast; whatever you’re most comfortable with. I am attempting to get this research accomplished 
during the upcoming 10th season of RHOC, which premieres June 8.  
I know this probably seems a little strange, but I swear it’s legit. Bravo is my career’s work! I am 
currently working and living in Orange County as an adjunct professor at Cal State Fullerton. I 
am more than willing to answer any questions you may have for me, about me, about my work. 
We can even chat on the phone or via Skype. I can’t tell you how much this work means to me, 
and I truly appreciate your time and consideration. I look very much forward to hearing from you 
soon. 
All the best, 
Martina 
Survey Distribution 
In July 2015 the survey I created via SurveyMonkey.com was made “live” and distributed by the 
three fan sites that agreed to post an entry with link to the survey: Stoopid Housewives, Bravo 
Watch, and The Real Housewives Blog. Bravo Watch posted an entry on its site that also 
appeared on their Facebook page (see Figure 3), The Real Housewives Blog posted the link on 
their site through a stand-alone entry (see Figure 4), and Stoopid Housewives posted an entry and 
tweeted the link to its followers (see Figure 5 and 6). In addition to the participating sites, I used 
my personal social media presence to distribute the link via Facebook and Twitter. The “blurb” 
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associated with the links advertised a survey designed for “Bravo viewers” and the landing page 
of the survey reiterated that the project was intended to gauge the motivations and thoughts 
specifically of self-identified Bravo viewers. 
Figure 3: Survey link in Bravo Watch  Figure 4: Survey link in The Real Housewives of 
Figure 5: Suvery link Figure 6: Survey link 
Survey Coding: Open-Ended Questions 
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In the TRH section of my survey, the open-ended question was, “Please tell me in your own 
words what you like best and/or least about The Real Housewives series.” In the Bravo section, I 
asked, “Please tell me in your own words what you like best about Bravo and its programming.” 
In the final section, following the demo- and psychographic questions, I concluded with, “Is 
there anything about Bravo or TRH that you feel should have been asked in this survey? If so, 
please explain here.” After exporting each answer to an Excel spreadsheet and pulling key 
words/phrases from each participant’s response, I discovered recurring answers in each of the 
three questions. In discussing these themes in chapter 4, I shed light on the motivations that 
encourage Bravo viewers to continually tune in, and the facets of the channel’s programming 
that the audience values and rejects.   
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Bravo/Real Housewives Survey 
Consent:  
My name is Martina Baldwin and I am a doctoral student conducting research on the cable network 
Bravo, its Real Housewives franchise, and the different ways in which fans interact around the show 
online. Completing this survey will help me to understand how Bravo's US audience tends to use 
online resources, as well as how they feel about the network overall. The survey includes multiple 
choice and open-ended questions and should take 8-10 minutes to complete. Your participation is 
completely voluntary, and you have the right to terminate your participation at any time without 
penalty. You may skip any questions you do not wish to answer. Your anonymity will be protected, 
and results from this survey will be kept in a password-protected computer.  
If you have questions about the your rights as a participant in this study, or any concerns or 
complaints, please contact the University of Illinois Institutional Review Board at 217-333-2670 or 
via e-mail at irb@illinois.edu.  
By clicking "next" to begin this survey, you are confirming that you have read the above consent 
information, are 18 years or older, and are voluntarily taking part in this study. 
SECTION I: The Real Housewives 
To what extent do you agree/disagree with the following statements about The Real 
Housewives franchise? Please note the following:  
1) Regardless of whether you watch one city or all the cities in the franchise, this survey is just meant
to understand your tendencies. Please answer each question as if you’re being asked specifically 
about the city/cities you watch. 
2) For this survey, the term "social media" is used as a blanket term to include social networking sites
(e.g. Twitter, Facebook), blogs (e.g., Tumblr), fan sites (e.g., StoopidHousewives.com, 
BravoWatch.com), and other interactive Web sites (e.g., Reddit).  
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral   Agree Strongly Agree N/A 
1. I want to see previews or sneak peaks of upcoming episodes of The Real Housewives.
2. I enjoy talking about The Real Housewives on social media.
3. I enjoy observing others talk about The Real Housewives series/episodes on social media.
4. It is important for me weigh in on discussions about The Real Housewives series/episodes on
social media.
5. I actively search out information about the cast of The Real Housewives’ personal lives
outside of the show.
6. I want to interact with the cast of The Real Housewives on social media.
7. I like to know what’s going on in the personal lives of the cast of The Real Housewives
outside the show.
8. I interact with or follow social media while I’m watching an episode of The Real Housewives.
9. I have strong opinions on the topics presented on The Real Housewives.
10. I feel loyalties to certain cast members on The Real Housewives and will defend them on
social media. 255
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11. There are certain cast members on The Real Housewives who I hate and will always say
negative things about on social media.
12. I have purchased books or other products created or endorsed by The Real Housewives cast.
Open-Ended 
13. Please tell me in your own words what you like best and/or least about The Real Housewives.
SECTION II: Bravo, The Network   
To what extent do you agree/disagree with the following statements about the cable network Bravo? 
Strongly Disagree Disagree Neutral   Agree  Strongly Agree N/A 
1. Bravo is my favorite network.
2. Reality television is my favorite genre of television programming.
3. I always watch Watch What Happens Live.
4. I find Andy Cohen likeable.
5. I participate in Watch What Happnes Live polls.
6. I have submitted a question to Watch What Happens Live either via tweets, texts, or phone
calls.
7. I feel I can relate to Bravo’s programming.
8. I love to hate Bravo’s programming.
9. Watching Bravo is my guilty pleasure.
10. Watching Bravo helps keep me up to date with pop culture.
Open-Ended: 
11. Please tell me in your own words what you like best about Bravo and its programming.
SECTION III: Demographics & Lifestyle Questions  
Because Bravo markets itself as a lifestyle network, it is important to understand the audience's 
lifestyle preferences and tendencies. Please feel free to skip any of the following questions.  
1. Which category best describes your ethnicity?
a. White/Caucasian
b. African American
c. Asian American
d. Pacific Islander
e. Native American
f. Mixed Race
g. Latino
h. Other
2. Which category best describes your personal annual income?
a. Less than $20,000
b. $20,000-$40,000
c. $40,000-$60,000
d. $60,000-$80,000
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e. $80,000-$100,000
f. More than $100,000
3. What is your gender?
a. Male
b. Female
c. Trans
d. Other
4. What is your current relationship status?
a. Single
b. Married
c. Widowed
d. Living with a partner
e. In a committed relationship but not living with a partner
f. Divorced
5. Which of the following best describes your sexual orientation?
a. Heterosexual
b. Homosexual
c. Bisexual
d. Asexual
e. Other
6. Which of the following platforms do you use most often to participate in social media?
a. Computer/Laptop
b. Tablet
c. Mobile/Smartphone
Open-Ended: 
7. Is there anything about Bravo or The Real Housewives that you feel should have been asked
in this survey? If so, please explain here.
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